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  Preface 

 This is the twelfth edition of  News Reporting and Writing  and though much 
has changed in the classroom and in the media since the fi rst edition, the funda-
mentals remain, as does the purpose of  NRW:  

   To teach the skills necessary for a variety of media work.  

  To provide the background knowledge essential to accurate and informed 
reporting and writing.  

  To suggest the values that direct the practice of journalism.   

 Learning to report accurately and to write precisely and vigorously is no sim-
ple task. Digging through the clusters of events and the torrent of verbiage to 
fi nd useful, relevant information and then capturing these nuggets in purposeful 
language require mastery of a demanding discipline. 

 This may seem a daunting task. Don’t worry. The guidelines in  NRW  provide 
ample help. They have shown the way for successful newswriters over the years. 
Here are some of the journalists who will help you on your way:    

      Guides   We will accompany a young reporter as she conducts her fi rst interview, 
and we will watch an experienced reporter dig through court records to reveal a 
shameful part of our past. 

 We will look over the shoulder of a reporter as she makes her way over the 
Internet for the background essential to her story. We will venture into newsrooms 
where multimedia news workers write for online, broadcast and print media. 

 We will sit in the press box with reporters covering high school basketball and 
major league baseball games. We will join a police reporter as she races to cover 
a triple murder. 

 We will watch a reporter labor over his story until “little beads of blood form 
on his forehead,” as Red Smith described the agony of the journalist’s search for 
the words that will accurately portray the event. And we will share in a reporter’s 
joy when her story is fi nished and is given a byline and placed on the front page. 

 We will be next to writers for an online news service as they craft their stories, 
and we will watch a student journalist make a documentary about high school 
dropouts. 

 In other words, we will be concerned with the processes of reporting and 
 writing—how reporters gather information from sources and from their observa-
tions, how they verify the material, and how they put it together in news stories 
and features. 

 The journalists we will be watching work for small newspapers in Iowa, South 
Dakota and Oregon, and they are on the staffs of metropolitan dailies in  Chicago, 

1.

2.

3.
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Los Angeles and New York. Some serve online news services. One reporter 
writes for a network television station in New York; another covers local events 
for a television station in San Francisco. We will see how general assignment 
reporters and the men and women assigned to cover politics, sports, business, the 
police, city hall, education and other beats do their jobs.     

  The Basics 

  Whether covering a college basketball game, writing an obituary or reporting 
the president’s State of the Union address, the journalist follows the same basic 
process. The sports reporter, the entertainment writer, the general assignment re-
porter in a town of 25,000 and the Associated Press’s White House correspondent 
all share a way of thinking and a set of techniques that have guided journalists 
through the years, whatever the changes in technology. 

 In their reporting, journalists seek out the new, the signifi cant, the material 
they decide will inform their readers, viewers and listeners. And they fi nd a 
suitable form for this information in a story that satisfi es the public’s need to 
know. 

 The journalists we will be following not only show a mastery of the basics. We 
will see that they also share an ethic that directs and gives meaning to their work.   

  The Morality of Journalism 

  The literary critic Northrop Frye could have been describing journalistic 
 morality: “The persistence of keeping the mind in a state of disciplined sanity, 
the courage of facing results that may deny or contradict everything that one had 
hoped to achieve—these are obviously moral qualities, if the phrase means any-
thing at all.” 

 James O. Freedman, former president of Dartmouth, might have been speak-
ing of the practice of journalism when he described his experience as a law clerk 
to Thurgood Marshall: “In that year, I learned from a great advocate that law must 
be practiced not only with craft and passion but also with a tenacious commit-
ment to ideals.” 

 Mary McGrory, the Washington columnist, described an aspect of how jour-
nalists approach their work in comments she made after interviewing 45 journal-
ists who had applied for Nieman Fellowships at Harvard. She said she found 
these journalists to have a “great deal of commitment and compassion.” Most had 
a trait in common, she said: “They knew a great deal about what they were doing. 
They did not think it enough.” 

 McGrory was a role model for generations of journalists. At a time when too 
many reporters seem umbilically attached to their computers and rarely venture 
from their offi ce chairs, McGrory prided herself on being a shoe-leather journalist. 

 “I have to see,” she said. “I have to hear. I don’t want anyone doing my listen-
ing or watching for me.” 

     Power of Knowing  
 “Knowledge will govern 

ignorance, and a people 
who mean to be their 
own governors must arm 
themselves with the power 
knowledge gives. A popular 
government without 
popular information or the 
means of acquiring it is but 
a prologue to a farce or a 
tragedy or perhaps both.”  

 —James Madison     

x Preface
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 McGrory understood the morality of journalism. “No great men call me,” she 
said. “You know who calls me? Losers. I am their mark. If you want to abolish 
lead mines. If you want to save children from abuse or stupid laws or thickheaded 
judges, you have my telephone number.” 

 McGrory’s spirit animates this edition, as does the work of the reporters whose 
work I have borrowed to provide instructional material . . . reporters like Clifford 
Levy, whose series on the abuse of the mentally ill won a Pulitzer Prize. “Of all 
the praise I got for the series, the most meaningful was from other reporters at the 
paper ( The New York Times ) who said it made them proud to work there because it 
was a classic case of looking out for those who can’t look out for themselves.” 

 The journalists I know—my newsroom and classroom colleagues and students, 
from whom I have shamelessly taken time and borrowed ideas—would shrink at 
being described as moralists. Yet they consider their work to have a large moral 
component. Most of them worry about the abuse of power.  

   Adversary Journalism   Although adversary journalism is often criticized and 
sometimes ignored, it is as old as the Republic. Today’s journalists are descended 
from a press described by the historian Robert A. Ruthland as “obstreperous 
newspapers (that) signalled the rise of a new kind of journalism in America that 
would not truckle long to any offi cialdom.” 

 The journalist knows that democracy is healthiest when the public is informed 
about the activities of captains of industry and chieftains in public offi ce. Only 
with adequate information can people check those in power. Jack Fuller of the 
 Chicago Tribune  put this simply: “To me, the central purpose of journalism is to 
tell the truth so that people will have the information to be sovereign.” 

 Walt Whitman, journalist and poet, described the fragility of democracy and 
its source of strength this way: “There is no week nor day nor hour when tyranny 
may not enter upon this country, if the people lose their supreme confi dence in 
themselves—and lose their roughness and spirit of defi ance.” 

 Confi dent, rough and defi ant. An apt description of the journalist at work—but 
also characteristics that have aroused anger and animosity. In its role as watchdog 
for the public, the press has been relentlessly scrutinized and sometimes attacked for 
its revelations. Journalists understand that the path of the truth teller is not always 
smooth, that people are sometimes disturbed by what the journalist tells them. 

 This twelfth edition is offered to students with a commitment to and a belief in 
the traditional role of the press as a means of enabling people to improve their lot 
and to govern themselves intelligently.  News Reporting and Writing  takes seri-
ously the observation in the Book of Proverbs: “The instruments of both life and 
death are contained within the power of the tongue.”    

  Public Service Journalism 

  The kind of journalism that underlies this textbook can be described as pub-
lic service journalism, a journalism that meets the needs of people by supplying 
them with the information essential to rational decision making. Public service 

Preface xi
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journalism has a long and glorious history. It has attracted writers like Charles 
Dickens, whose crusading newspaper  Household Words  carried stories that re-
vealed his indignation at the indecencies visited on the young, the poor and the 
powerless—themes current today. 

 Dickens visited orphanages, saw for himself the conditions under which home-
less women lived. He walked the streets teeming with the uneducated young. He 
described what he saw. 

 Dickens said his ambition as an editor was that his newspaper “be admitted 
into many homes with confi dence and affection,” and it was. His biographer says 
the result of Dickens’ revelations was a “huge and steadily growing audience 
ranging in both directions from the middle and upper middle classes.” 

 Today’s journalists are worthy inheritors of this tradition of public service 
journalism, and we will be looking at their work. 

 Journalism intends to entertain us as well as to inform us, and we will also 
follow reporters as they show us the zany side of life. We’ll eavesdrop on a truck-
diner waitress as she trades quips and barbs with her burly customers.   

  Journalism’s Tradition 

  Journalism has always had its down periods, and there has been no shortage of 
nostrums offered for a quick cure. Its survival, however, has rested on the bedrock 
of its tradition. Albert Camus, the French journalist and author, was sustained by 
that sense of his calling during the Nazi occupation of France when he wrote from 
the underground. Accepting the Nobel Prize for literature, Camus said, “Whatever 
our personal frailties may be, the nobility of our calling will always be rooted 
in two commitments diffi cult to observe: refusal to lie about what we know and 
resistance to oppression.” 

 Journalism “is something more than a craft, something other than an industry, 
something between an art and a ministry,” says Wickham Steed, an editor of  The 
Times  of London. “Journalists proper are unoffi cial public servants whose pur-
pose is to serve the community.”      

  Mentor   My model for this amalgam of artist, sentry, public servant and town 
crier is Ralph M. Blagden, who taught a generation of journalists their duty and 
introduced them to the power and splendor of their native language. Ralph’s class-
rooms were the newsrooms of newspapers from New Hampshire to California, 
where he worked as reporter and editor. 

 Ralph was my competitor as a state capitol correspondent, and never was there 
such a mismatch. As a beginning reporter, I reported what people said and did and 
stopped there. Ralph generously took the youngster in tow and showed him that a 
good reporter never settles for the surface of the news, that the compelling com-
mandment of the journalist is to dig. He refused to make reporting divisible: All 
good reporting is investigative reporting, he insisted. 

 Long before investigative reporting became the fashion, Ralph was digging 
out documents and records to disclose truths. His journalism was in the tradition 

xii Preface
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of Joseph Pulitzer and that publisher’s crusading editor, O.K. Bovard. Those of us 
who were fortunate to work with Ralph feel ourselves to be members of a journal-
istic family whose roots are embedded in a noble tradition. 

 Benjamin C. Bradlee, who directed  The Washington Post  Watergate investi-
gation that led to the resignation of President Richard M. Nixon, recalls the fi rst 
story he wrote for Blagden when he was a young reporter. 

 “It had to do with the post-war housing mess,” Bradlee said, “and he made 
me rewrite it 16 times. I’ve never done that to a reporter, but I suspect I should 
have. He had a great dollop of righteous indignation, which I learned to admire 
enormously. 

 “And of course he wrote with style and punch and clarity.” 
 Bradlee says this of Blagden: 

  Ralph taught me to be dissatisfi ed with answers and to be exhaustive in ques-
tions. He taught me to stand up against powers that be. He taught me to spot 
bullies and resist them. He taught me about patience and round-the-clock work. He 
taught me about ideas and freedom and rights—all of this with his own mixture 
of wit and sarcasm and articulate grace. He could also throw a stone farther than I 
could, which annoys me to this day.  

 I recall the fi rst story I covered with Ralph. He had heard that patients in a state 
hospital for the mentally ill were being mistreated. Some had mysteriously died. 
We interviewed doctors, nurses, attendants and former patients, and we walked 
through the wards and corridors of the institution. I learned that secondhand ac-
counts are just a starting point, that direct observation and other techniques of 
verifi cation are essential, and when we wrote the story I learned the power of the 
simple declarative sentence. I also learned that journalists can be useful members 
of society, for after the story appeared and both of us had moved on, the state built 
a modern hospital to replace that aging snake pit.     

  Supplements to the Twelfth Edition 

  This edition is accompanied by four free online and interactive supplements. 
You can access the fi rst three at  www.mhhe.com/mencher12e . Instructions for 
 accessing the fourth, a fi re simulation exercise, are below. The four supplements 
are:

    Student Workbook.  Each chapter begins with “Check It” writing exercises and 
journalism quizzes with suggested stories and quiz answers in pop-up boxes 
that allow students to check their work. Also, each chapter includes assign-
ments that send students out to cover events on their campus and in their com-
munity as well as suggestions for class discussions and computer-assisted 
reporting assignments. An interactive map and city directories accompany the 
writing exercises. (Mencher)  

   NRW Plus.  Contains entire stories accompanied by the comments of the re-
porters who wrote them. Online and interactive: Self-teaching exercises and 

1.

2.

     Starting Out  
 “It may be a scary time 

to be starting a career in 
journalism. But it is also 
an exciting time because 
you’ll be helping to define 
new media, and helping to 
redefine older ones.  

“Regardless of the 
medium, be it print or radio 
or television or the Internet 
or something still to come, 
what will remain true is 
that practicing journalism 
is an awesome privilege. It 
grants you access to both 
the corridors of power and 
the secrets of the human 
heart.”  

— Terry Gross, 
National Public Radio     
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quizzes include computer-assisted reporting and ethical issues. Audio and 
video clips (Mencher).  

   Brush Up.  Offers basic instruction in language use and mathematics. Online 
and interactive, the self-teaching exercises cover grammar, punctuation, writ-
ing style, percentages, fractions, averages and rates. (Wendy P. Shilton and 
Mencher)  

   News Reporting Simulation: A Fire Scenario.  Developed by Columbia Univer-
sity, this interactive simulation puts students on the scene of a fi ve-alarm fi re 
as it rages late at night in a high-rise apartment building in Freeport, a created 
midwestern city. Students act the role of the reporter assigned to cover the fi re. 
The Freeport city map and city directories are available. To access this interac-
tive simulation:

   Open a Web browser and go to the link  http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/
newssim/introduction.html   

  Then, complete the Background Reading on this page as well as the Intro-
duction.  

  On the Introduction page, click on the line  I’m ready to go to Freeport 
News.   

  From there, just follow the on-screen instructions to complete the simulation.  

  At any time, you can click on the links at the top of the page:
   Introduction. Freeport News.  
  The Police Beat. Covering the Story.  
  Lead and Story Structure. About the Lead.  
  Writing the Story.    

 These allow you to review material already covered or to proceed to another 
section of the simulation.       

 (Mencher and Pavlik)   

  Instructor Resources 

  The instructor’s manual is available online at  www.mhhe.com/mencher12e  and 
contains sample stories for the  Workbook  and a wealth of anecdotes and incidents 
that instructors can use in class lectures, as well as many useful pedagogical aids. 
(Mencher)   

  Also Available 

   Reporter’s Checklist and Notebook,  a handy guide to handling beats and cover-
ing a variety of stories. Checklists for 15 story types are included, as is “Useful 
Math for Reporters.” Sold independently. (Mencher)   

3.

4.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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  A Personal Word 

 Some of you are probably thinking of the kind of journalism you want to be 
doing and the best place to launch your career. Fortunately, the fi eld is wide open. 
Journalism is the gateway to a variety of careers. 

 You may choose the path to newspaper, magazine or broadcast work. You 
may have an interest that leads you to one of the several thousand special publica-
tions and newsletters. Or you may choose to report and write online. 

 Journalism training opens many doors. But you will fi nd that you have to push 
hard. “Work harder than anyone else,” Ben Bradlee advises those starting out. Not 
that it’s all work. Deborah Howell of the Newhouse News Service says, “Work 
hard. But have fun and do good.” 

 The fi rst job is important. Howard Gardner, a professor of psychology at Har-
vard who has studied journalists, says of the fi rst job, “It’s like an inoculation. If you 
don’t have examples of good workers, it’s diffi cult to know what good work is.”   

 For tips on how to prepare a job résumé, see Appendix G  The Journalism Job 
Hunt  in  NRW Plus,  which you can access through  www.mhhe.com/mencher12e . 

  —  Melvin     Mencher     
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  Part Opener Photos 

 Part One
   A staff member of  The Wichita Eagle  takes notes during an immigration rally. 

   —Photo by  Mike   Hutmacher  of the  Eagle       

 Part Two
   Police arrest suspects in a drug bust. 

   —Photo by  David   Schreiber ,  The San Bernardino County Sun       

 Part Three
   Firemen and Guardsmen battle downtown fl ood and fi re. 

   —Photo by  Bill   Alkofer ,  Saint Paul Pioneer Press       

 Part Four
   A reporter learns about windmill-generated power at a Kansas wind farm. 

   —Photo by  Steven   Hausler ,  The Hays Daily News       

 Part Five
    Journalists cover a variety of events—from forest fi res and the sorrows of a Little Leaguer to 
the daring rescues of a child from an apartment-house fi re and a trucker stranded by a fl ooded 
highway. 

   —Photos by  Brett   Snow ,  San Bernardino Sun  (forest fi re); Erik Daily,  La Crosse Tribune  
(baseball player); Naomi Halperin,  The Morning Call  (fi reman and child); Chuck Liddy,  The 
News & Observer  (helicopter rescue)      

 Part Six
   What was taboo a decade ago is now acceptable for publication. 

   —Photos by  Durall   Hall Jr .,  The Courier Journal,  (dead pressman); Joel Sartore,  The Wichita 
Eagle  (naked woman); Paul Watson,  The Toronto Star  (dead soldier)          
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 Cover Photos  
    Front Cover 
   (A)   In the court room: A reporter for The Wichita Eagle sends testimony in a “sordid murder trial” to the 

newsroom by Twitter.  
   (B)   In the ball park: Danielle Gardner of the Naperville Sun was nearby when a Chicago White Sox fan 

handed Sister Mary Vianney a foul ball “to bring the team good luck.”    
   (C)   Welcome home: Three-year-old McKenzie Wondra greets her father from service abroad. Photo by Brie 

Cohen. Albert Lea Tribune.      
 Back Cover 
(D)   At the gravesite: Mourners console each other after the funeral for a slain Hells Angel, murdered by a 

rival biker gang member. Photo, the San Francisco Examiner. 
   (E)   At the auction ring: Bidders size up ewes at the Newell Sheep Yards where more than a third of the sheep 

raised in South Dakota are sold. Photo by Greg Latza for South Dakota Magazine.    
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Part 1: The Reporter at Work
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   Journalists at Work 

  We learn about these events and situations because journalists tell us about 
them. These journalists, some just out of college and some veterans of 20 years in 
the newsroom, link us to the world beyond our direct experience.  

   The Guidelines 
 Directed by a set of guidelines, journalists select from the clutter of happen-

ings and the swirl of ideas those that are worth calling to our attention, what is 
newsworthy. By newsworthy, journalists mean what’s happening that is important 
to readers and viewers, what will interest, affect and entertain them. Usually, the 
events and situations journalists consider newsworthy are current, impact many 
people and are close by. The activities of some people are newsworthy because the 
men and women are prominent, well-known. 

       1   On the Job 

       Preview 
 Watching journalists at work we see that they report 

and write about events that interest people. They have a 
passion for accuracy and a determination to be fair. In this 
chapter, we will accompany print, online and broadcast 
reporters cover these events: 

  • A man wanted by the police barricades himself in his 
home. A SWAT team responds. 

  • Freshmen arrive on the campus and learn about a new 
graduation requirement. 

  • Nine fi refi ghters die and a town mourns. 
  • An entertainer known as the King of Pop dies. The 

death is news around the world. 
  • A murdered Hells Angel is buried in a “Viking funeral.” 

A rival gang member is suspected. 
  • The underdog women’s basketball team defeats the 

top seed. 
  • A $30,400 sinkhole has cost $8.5 million to fi ll . . . so far. 
  • FedEx driver makes unusual delivery.   

 Lori Golias 

  Follow the facts, 
 wherever they take you.  
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Chapter 1 On the Job 3

 Confl icts also make news, whether they are continents distant or at a local 
school board meeting. Sometimes, a long-smoldering situation fl ares and becomes 
news. Journalists themselves can make news when they discover a situation that 
they feel should be called to public attention. 

 We can break these determinants of news into eight categories:  timeliness, 
impact, prominence, proximity, confl ict,  the  unusual, currency, necessity.  

 Let’s look at the fi rst of these determinants,  timeliness.  First, to Phoenix, where 
a reporter is covering a tense situation, next to the arrival of freshmen at a college 
in New Jersey, and then to Pakistan where reporters are on the scene of an assas-
sination with worldwide consequences.  

  Timeliness 
  Barricaded Man   The police call came in around noon: An armed man had 
 barricaded himself in his home. He was wanted by the police on a probation vio-
lation. Two women and a child were believed to be with the man. Within minutes, 
Christopher Kline of  The Phoenix Republic  posted a story on  azcentral.com , the 
newspaper’s Web site: 

  An armed man barricaded himself inside a central Phoe-
nix house on Friday morning, according to police. 

 Offi cials believe two females and a child were also inside 
the home near 12th and Roosevelt Streets. 

 Police said the suspect is wanted on a violation of proba-
tion warrant but that they have not been able to communi-
cate with him. 

 A 12News photographer on the scene said police were us-
ing a loudspeaker, telling the suspect, “Come out and no harm 
will come to you or your child, or anyone else who is inside.” 

 A SWAT team is standing outside the home. . . .  

 Kline is based in the KPNX-TV newsroom to draw on the station’s expertise 
in covering breaking news. Kline’s job is to write such news for  azcentral.  

 Seven minutes after Kline sent out the fi rst story, he wrote another: 

  Two women and a child were freed by a SWAT team on 
Friday afternoon from an alleged barricade situation at a 
home in central Phoenix, according to offi cials. 

 Police said they believe an armed man was still inside the 
house near 12th and Roosevelt Streets. . . .  

 Thirty minutes later, the newspaper’s Web site carried this story by Kline: 

  A SWAT team stormed a central Phoenix home on Friday 
afternoon, arresting an armed man who had barricaded him-
self inside, and freeing two women and a child held with the 
suspect, according to police. . . .  

 Within the next hour, Kline wrote two more stories. The longest story, the 
wrap-up at 1:22 p.m., ran around 150 words. 

     Web Writing 
An  Essential Skill  

 More people read the 
news online than in the 
newspaper.  

“When I say the paper, 
I also think of the Web 
site,” says the managing 
editor of the  Los Angeles 
Times.  At  The Miami Herald,  
all  reporters have a Web 
responsibility, which means 
“using the Web site to its 
fullest potential for text, 
audio and video,” says the 
executive editor.  

At the  Times-Record 
News  in Wichita Falls, Tex., 
reporters who write for 
 www.trnonline.com  are 
advised: “Write short. Keep 
as close to one computer 
screen as possible.”  

Write “radio/TV style,” 
says the online editor of 
 The Providence Journal ’s 
Web site:  www.projo.com .    
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4 Part One The Reporter at Work

 By its nature, online journalism emphasizes  timeliness.  Unlike the newspaper’s 
one or two deadlines, there is a deadline every minute for the online journalist and 
for the wire service reporter as well.  

  Freshman Surprise   When freshmen arrive on campus, they usually know what 
awaits them. But a graduation requirement surprised many newcomers to the Col-
lege of New Jersey. Lisa Rich of  The Times  in Trenton, N.J., tells us about it: 

  EWING—When freshmen enter college, 
as many did this week at various area cam-
puses, they already have an idea of what to 
expect: 

 Moving into a dorm and sharing space 
with others. 

 Community bathrooms and buying 
books. 

 A new sense of freedom that comes with 
the departure of mom, dad and other family 
members and friends. 

 But at The College of New Jersey, the 
1,300 incoming freshmen also discovered 
another change: mandated community ser-
vice, better known at the college as commu-
nity engaged learning (CEL).  

 Notice the beginning of this story. Unlike the reporter in Phoenix, who imme-
diately thrusts us into the situation, Lisa delays giving us the news about the new 
graduation requirement. We say she has written a  delayed lead  and that the Phoe-
nix reporter has written a  direct lead.   

  Assassination   Associated Press reporter Sadaqat Jan had just called his bureau 
to describe a campaign rally for Benazir Bhutto in Rawalpindi, Pakistan.  Suddenly, 
he heard gunshots and an explosion. Jan raced to the chaotic scene: Bloodied 
fragments of clothing. Empty shoes. Screaming people everywhere. 

 Bhutto was injured, someone told him. A bomb had wrecked her bulletproof 
vehicle, the man said. Jan called his bureau again. The AP began to transmit his 
reports: 

  8:12 a.m. EDT 
 APNewsAlert 
 RAWALPINDI, Pakistan (AP)—A party aid says Pakistani opposi-

tion leader Benazir Bhutto was injured in a suicide attack and is 
now undergoing surgery.  

 The AP team of reporters that had been assigned to cover Bhutto’s campaign 
spread out, making observations, asking questions. One reporter talked his way 
into the hospital, where he interviewed one of the surgeons who worked desper-
ately to save Bhutto’s life. Others talked to Bhutto’s aides. 

  8:29 a.m. EDT 
 APNewsAlert 
 FLASH 
 RAWALPINDI, Pakistan (AP)—A party aid and a military offi cial 

say Pakistani opposition leader Benazir Bhutto died following a sui-
cide bombing. 

     The Name of the 
Game Is Speed  

 Within minutes of the 
announcement of the death 
of famed TV broadcaster 
Walter Cronkite, reporters 
were at work:  

The online  Huffington 
Post:   

Walter Cronkite, 
the legendary TV news 
anchor known as “the 
most trusted man in 
America,” has died at 
the age of 92.  

CBS News:  
The most trusted 

man in America is gone.  
Walter Cronkite, 

who personified televi-
sion journalism for more 
than a generation as 
anchor and manag-
ing editor of the CBS 
 Evening News, has died.    

     The Name of the 
Game Is Speed  

 Within minutes of the 
announcement of the death 
of famed TV broadcaster 
Walter Cronkite, reporters 
were at work:  

The online  Huffington 
Post:   

Walter Cronkite, 
the legendary TV news 
anchor known as “the 
most trusted man in 
America,” has died at 
the age of 92.  

CBS News:  
The most trusted 

man in America is gone.  
Walter Cronkite, 

who personified televi-
sion journalism for more 
than a generation as 
anchor and manag-
ing editor of the CBS 
 Evening News, has died.    
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Chapter 1 On the Job 5

 8:32 a.m. EDT 
 BULLETIN 
 RAWALPINDI, Pakistan (AP)—Pakistani opposition leader Bena-

zir Bhutto was assassinated Thursday in a suicide bombing that 
killed at least 20 others at a campaign rally, a party aide and a 
military offi cial said.  

 The coverage won a prize for deadline reporting, which the judges said was “a 
textbook example of spot-news reporting.” 

 Pakistan plays a key role in the politics of the Middle East, which meant that 
the Bhutto assassination had international reverberations. We can say that the 
event had a wide  impact,  the second of our guidelines, as well as being  timely.  
Many news stories meet the requirements of more than one of our guidelines. The 
death of nine fi refi ghters from Charleston, S.C., is another example of a news 
event that was  timely  and had considerable  impact.    

  Impact 
  Firefi ghters’ Deaths   The horns of the fi re trucks sounded fi rst. Then came 
the sirens of the ambulances piercing the night air. The roof of the Sofa Super 
Store on the Savannah Highway had collapsed on the men battling the blaze, 
and nine Charleston fi refi ghters died. The death toll was the largest for fi re-
fi ghters since terror bombers struck the World Trade Center in 2001. 

 The fi rst story reported: 

  Several fi refi ghters were reported miss-
ing Monday night in a blaze that destroyed 
the Sofa Super Store on Savannah Highway 
in West Ashley Monday night.  

  Mourning Her Father 
 Jackie Drayton collapses 

at the memorial to the nine 
fallen fi refi ghters, among 
them her father, James 
“Earl” Drayton.  

 Grace Beahm,  The Post and 
Courier  
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6 Part One The Reporter at Work

 A more complete account followed: 

  Nine fi refi ghters died Monday night in 
a fi re that destroyed the Sofa Super Store in 
West Ashley. 

 It was the worst single loss of fi refi ght-
ers since 9/11,  according to a spokesman 
from the U.S. Fire Administration, which 
tracks fi re deaths and injuries. 

 “Nine brave, heroic, courageous fi re-
fi ghters of the city of Charleston have per-
ished in a most courageous and fearless 

manner, carrying out their duties,” Charles-
ton Mayor Joe Riley said at a news confer-
ence this morning. “To all of their loved 
ones, our heart goes out to them.” 

 The fi refi ghters who perished in the blaze 
were: 

 Captain William “Billy” Hutchinson, 
48, 30 years of  service; Captain Louis 
Mulkey, 34, . . . .  

 The staff of  The Post and Courier  in Charleston, S.C., went on to write more 
than 300 stories about the fi re and its consequences to the community, including 
this summary of the disaster: 

  A rolling ball of fi re sweeps through 
the building, overcoming the fi refi ghters. 
At least two of them leap through the front 
windows of the store to safety. 

 Firefi ghters call for help, and a “May-
day” call is issued. One fi refi ghter can be 
heard praying. Another says, “Tell my wife 
I love her.” . . . 

 Fire shoots 30 feet in the air. Smoke 
and debris shoot across the street over 
 fi refi ghters. . . .  

 A year and a half later, the newspaper reported: 

  Eighteen months after the deadly Sofa 
Super Store fi re, a team of counselors still 
is working to help Charleston  fi refi ghters 
and their families cope with the blaze that 
killed nine men and shook a proud depart-
ment to its core.  

 As we’ve seen, the Charleston fi re received massive coverage in Charleston. 
But aside from reports of the death toll, the event had little  impact  elsewhere. Had 
someone prominent died in the fi re, the coverage would have been more exten-
sive. Which leads us to the third of our guidelines,  prominence.    

  Prominence 
  A Death and a Conviction   The death of Michael Jackson was news all over the 
country and abroad. It was the fi rst item on TV newscasts and front-page news in 
newspapers. Within minutes of the announcement that he had been taken in a coma 
to a Los Angeles hospital, scores of reporters gathered outside awaiting news of his 
condition. As soon as doctors announced his death, bulletins went out: 

Confi rming PagesConfi rming Pages

men11994_ch01_001-028.indd   6men11994_ch01_001-028.indd   6 12/16/09   6:19:47 PM12/16/09   6:19:47 PM



Chapter 1 On the Job 7

  LOS ANGELES—Michael Jackson, the singer, songwriter and 
dancer who earned the title “King of Pop” in a career that reached 
unprecedented peaks of sales and attention, died Thursday, a Los 
Angeles city offi cial said. He was 50.  

 At the same time, the death of a local musician was noted in an obituary that 
appeared only in his South Dakota hometown newspaper. 

 Jackson had worldwide  prominence.  The band leader was known only in his 
hometown. 

 Every week, hundreds of criminals are found guilty. Only a few are noted 
outside the city in which the crime was committed. But when O.J. Simpson was 
convicted by a Las Vegas jury, it was even news abroad. Here’s how the  Interna-
tional Herald Tribune  began its account: 

  LAS VEGAS—A jury convicted the 
former football star O.J. Simpson Friday 
of robbery and kidnapping, a verdict that 
came 13 years to the day after Simpson was 
acquitted in the highly publicized slayings 
of his ex-wife and a friend of hers.  

Election  Notice that direct leads call attention to the most important aspect of 
the event being written about. Direct leads also highlight unique aspects of the 
event. Here is how MSNBC began its account of the election of the 44th president 
of the United States: 

  Barack Obama, a 47-year-old fi rst-term 
senator from Illinois, shattered more than 
200 years of history Tuesday night by win-
ning election as the fi rst African-American 
president of the United States.  

 Here’s the lead from  USA Today:  

  Democrat Barack Obama was elected the 44th president 
of the United States on Tuesday, becoming the fi rst African 
American to win the post and completing a stunningly rapid 
rise from state senator to the White House.  

 A newsroom adage is: Names make news. But the names are not restricted 
to those of people. The activities of well-known schools can make the network 
news. When Harvard disclosed it could lose as much as a third of its $36 billion 
endowment—the largest by far of all school endowments—it was big news dur-
ing the economic meltdown that also affected major industries in the country. 

Funeral  The activities of well-known organizations are also newsworthy. Here’s 
a front-page story by Matthew B. Stannard, a staff writer for the  San Francisco 
Chronicle,  about a funeral made newsworthy by the prominence of the biker 
organization the deceased belonged to: 
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8 Part One The Reporter at Work

 Stannard has written a colorful lead. He knows he must follow it with docu-
mentation, proof. He has to elaborate on the lead in the body of the story, which 
he does: the Angels are the “royalty of the outlaw biker realm . . . ,” “Well over 
1,000 motorcyclists . . . river of thunder that fl owed through the urban can-
yons. . . .” Stannard also knows that quotations add realism to the news story, a 
sense that the reporter was there, on the scene. The colorful details and the quotes 
let us see the event. 

 While the biker’s funeral was big news in San Francisco, it barely rippled 
through the country. This proves another newsroom maxim: The closer to home, 
the bigger the story. And it takes us to the fourth of our newsroom guildelines, 
 proximity.  We move from the west coast to the newsroom of  The Wichita Eagle  
in Kansas.   

  Proximity 
  Serial Killer   Dennis Rader went to the post offi ce once too often. Although he 
had sent many letters and packets, some to  The Wichita Eagle,  during the decade 
following a series of grisly murders, police were baffl ed. The murders had faded 
from community memory and had been placed in the police cold case fi le. 

Hells Angels touched by a mentor

Papa’s fi nal ride was a Viking funeral, 
his body borne to his fi nal resting place by 
a river of chrome and thunder.

Mark “Papa” Guardado, 46, was killed 
Sept. 2 outside a Mission District bar. At the 
time, he was president of the Frisco Hells 
Angels, royalty of the outlaw biker realm. 
He was shot to death, police say, by Chris-
topher Ablett, 37, of Modesto, a member of 
the rival Mongols Motorcycle Club, whose 
bad blood with the Hells Angels goes back 
in history. Ablett is still being sought.

But there was little talk of the Mongols 
as the Hells Angels gathered to remember 
Guardado at a vigil Sunday night and fu-
neral Monday morning. . . .

Instead, those gathered remembered their 
Guardado, the friend or surrogate father, the 
man who many said bought them their fi rst 
Harley-Davidson—or helped them get the 
job they needed to buy their own.

“To me, and everyone that knew him, 
he was the epitome of Hells Angels,” said 

Richard Goldhammer, who rode from his 
home in British Columbia to honor the man 
he called his mentor.

“He set an example for a lot of people, 
being straight up, honest and respectful to 
everyone,” he said. “People form their own 
opinion about our club—we are who we 
are. We stand in our own social circle.” . . .

Well over 1,000 motorcyclists gathered 
at Duggan’s Serra Mortuary for the two-
day memorial: Hells Angels chapters from 
Alaska to Maine, from Rhode Island to 
Hawaii, and from overseas—Norway, Ger-
many, England, Australia, Italy and more. . . .

The caravan escorting Guardado’s cof-
fi n to Colma’s Cypress Lawn Cemetery on 
Monday went by way of San Francisco’s 
Mission District, a river of thunder that 
fl owed through the urban canyons for more 
than an hour. The caravan didn’t stop for 
signals; it set its own speed limit. Some 
onlookers waved, some took pictures, some 
pressed hands to ears. . . .

The Gathering
For 60 minutes they 

thundered down the 
 highway to the cemetery for 
Papa’s burial.

San Francisco Chronicle
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Chapter 1 On the Job 9

 But a new letter contained a photocopy of three blurred Polaroid pictures of 
what appeared to be a woman’s body. A woman’s driver’s license was on the 
photocopy. The envelope bore a return address with the name “Bill Thomas 
 Killman.” Those initials—BTK—rang a bell for veteran police reporter Hurst 
Laviana to whom the letter was addressed. The newspaper had named the 
unknown killer the “BTK strangler” because he would bind, torture and kill his 
victims. Had the killer decided to reclaim his notoriety? “Most people believed 
that BTK was probably dead or in prison,” said Sherry Chisenhall, the editor of 
the  Eagle.  

 Laviana decided to take the letter to police headquarters where it was carefully 
examined. A few days later, a police lieutenant told Laviana, “I’m 100  percent 
certain it’s BTK.” The closed fi le was reopened. The FBI stepped in and the 
search for BTK intensifi ed.  

  Newsroom Mobilized   The  Eagle  broke the news of the reopened case on its 
Web site,  Kansas.com . Chisenhall put every reporter she could spare on the story. 
Story after story moved on the newspaper’s Web site. “The news rocked Wich-
ita,” she said, and “it showed the  Eagle’ s news staff how different it was to cover 
this story in the age of the Internet and 24/7 TV news coverage. The Web made 
our news coverage vastly more interactive with readers,” Chisenhall said. 

 The town also swung into action. “Residents armed themselves, installed secu-
rity systems, and took other steps to safeguard their security,” Chisenhall said. 
Meanwhile, the police investigated the tips that were pouring in, including one 
that named Laviana. Police asked him to provide a DNA sample.  

  Tracing the Disk   The police held news conferences designed to communicate 
with BTK, and he responded. He included a computer disk in one of his responses, 
which police and the FBI tracked to a church in a Wichita suburb. Eleven months 
after Bill Thomas Killman’s letter arrived in the  Eagle’ s newsroom the case broke 
open. Police had found BTK. 

 Dennis Rader, the president of the church congregation, a married man with 
two grown children and a former Boy Scout leader, was arrested and charged 
with 10 counts of fi rst degree murder. Within two minutes of Rader being named, 
 Kansas.com  had the news online. “We updated that story about 25 times that 
day,” Chisenhall said. 

 In all, the  Eagle  published nearly 800 stories, online and in print. 
 The BTK confession and sentencing was a national story. Here’s the lead to a 

story of the sentencing: 

  WICHITA, Kan., Aug. 18—A judge today 
sentenced Dennis L. Rader, who confessed to 
being the so-called B.T.K. serial killer, to 10 
consecutive life sentences for the murder of 
10 people from 1974 to 1991, and said Rader 
would not be eligible for parole for 175 years.  

He murdered ten.
The Wichita Eagle
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10 Part One The Reporter at Work

 Here’s the beginning of a TV account of the sentence: 

  WICHITA, Kansas—BTK serial killer Dennis Rader was 
sentenced Thursday to life in prison with no chance of ever 
going free. 

 Rader, who is 60 years old, terrorized the Wichita area 
and taunted police during a 17-year murder spree from 
1974 to 1991. He received 10 consecutive life sentences—
one for each of his victims. That’s a minimum of 175 years 
behind bars without the possibility of parole. 

 It was the longest possible sentence Judge Gregory Waller 
could deliver. Kansas had no death penalty at the time the 
killings were committed. 

 The former church leader and animal control offi cer con-
fessed to the killings after his February arrest. 

 The punishment came down after family members of the 
victims spoke with outrage and pain of the man who mur-
dered their loved ones.  

 Note the difference between the newspaper and the broadcast accounts. News-
paper stories are written to be read; broadcast stories are written to be heard. The 
newspaper stories have longer leads, longer sentences. 

 Broadcast reports usually are preceded by a  lead-in  that provides background 
for the report. Here is the lead-in by Robert Siegel to National Public Radio’s 
account of Rader’s confession: 

  On to a remarkable and disturbing confession. It took 
place in a courtroom in Wichita, Kansas, today and some of 
what we’re about to hear is graphic description of horrible 
acts of violence. Dennis Rader confessed in that courtroom 
that he is BTK, the serial killer responsible for 10 murders 
between 1974 and 1991. Rader pleaded guilty to all 10 mur-
ders, and he spoke at length and in detail about killing his 
victims. NPR’s Greg Allen reports.   

  Upset   The followers of NBA and Big Twelve Conference basketball may believe 
they have no rivals as big-time rooters for their teams. Forget it. Go to any one of 
the thousand girls high school basketball games and see. And listen to the broad-
casts on regional radio stations . . . and read local newspapers. This is big news. 

 We’ll go to Hays, Kan., about 175 miles northwest of Wichita, to see for our-
selves. Hays was the site of a big game for residents of the state’s plains area. In 
the girls high school basketball championship tourney’s fi rst round, the top seed 
from Olpe, population 504 but always among the best teams, went to the state meet 
undefeated. Its forwards were six feet-plus. Olpe’s opponent was the Wheatland-
Grinnell team—populations 74 and 348 respectively—and not given much chance. 

 But it was a storybook game. The underdogs won in overtime . . . which prac-
tically everyone in the area knew by the time  The Hays Daily News  was tossed on 

The Basics
Journalism begins 

with the ABC’s:
Accuracy in information 

and language.
Brevity in writing the 

story.
Clarity so there is 

no doubt about what 
happened.

These are moral require-
ments as well as the neces-
sities for the practice of 
journalism.

Journalists take on the 
responsibility of informing 
people about the world 
around them so that they 
can act on what they read, 
see and hear. Their actions 
depend on clear and accu-
rate information. Without 
reliable information, action 
can be misdirected or never 
taken.
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Chapter 1 On the Job 11

The Joy of Victory
They were the under-

dogs, and for a while it 
looked as though they 
deserved the description. 
But the Thunderhawks 
fought back. Slowly, they 
caught up, then tied at the 
buzzer. Overtime was the 
same story—a stumbling 
start but a winning fi nish. 
“They had everything and 
we had nothing to lose,” 
said the Thunderhawks high 
scorer, Meagan Weaver.

Steven Hausler, The Hays Daily 
News

Thunderous Upset: Thunderhawks Knock Off Top Seed

Going into the fi rst round of the Class 
1A State Basketball Championships, Tyler 
Flavin knew his team could match up 
 physically with top-seeded and unbeaten 
Olpe, a perennially competitive team in 
both IA and 2A.

Truth be told, Flavin, the coach of the 
Wheatland-Grinnell girls team, singled his 
team out as one of the few teams that could 
handle all the Eagles had to offer.

“We’re one of the few teams down here 
that we’re going to be able to match up with 
them physically, and we did,” Flavin said, 

following the eighth-seeded Thunderhawks 
58-55 overtime victory. . . .

The Thunderhawks got the job done with 
a heavy dose of senior post player Meagan 
Weaver in the paint, all the while holding 
Olpe’s starting line, consisting of a pair of 
6-footers in check.

“We knew we had some big people 
and they had big people,” said the 5-foot-
11 Weaver, who poured in 25 points on a 
10-for-20 effort from the fl oor. “They didn’t 
have the matchups we had off the bench, 
though.”

the porches of its subscribers. So for his story of the game, Nick McQueen dug 
deeper than the score. Here’s the headline and how McQueen began his story: 
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12 Part One The Reporter at Work

 McQueen concentrates on an analysis of the game, explaining  how  the Thun-
derhawks won by interviewing the coach and the players: 

  “We knew we had to shut down their 
big people and their shooters.”—Weaver 

 “We just wanted to keep it close and 
give ourselves a chance at the end. The fi rst 

two minutes of the overtime didn’t go the 
way we wanted it to, but we found a way to 
score.”—Flavin  

 McQueen knows the newsroom maxim: Good quotes make for good reading. 
He lets his readers feel the emotion of the players with this quote from Weaver: 

  “We heard from a billion people that we 
were playing the undefeated team and that 
we should be scared. It made us want to 
play even more. They had everything and 
we had nothing to lose.”  

 Games like this one can be said to belong to the category of  confl ict,  one 
team or individual pitted against another. This takes us to another of our news 
determinants.   

  Confl ict 
  Culture Wars   Confl ict and its coverage are not limited to warfare in the Middle 
East nor to the running gun battles between Mexican drug lords and the police. 
Some of the most intense and bitter battles are fought over ideas, policies, legal 
issues and the like. When a city adopts its budget, the arrayed forces are said to 
fi ght the Battle of the Budget. These confl icts are given full coverage. 

 In Whitehall, Ohio, when City Councilwoman Jacquelyn Thompson suggested 
that the council declare “Darwin Day” for Feb. 12 to honor Charles Darwin’s 
birth, she ignited a local fi restorm that made the Associated Press newswire. 

 There was an even greater tempest in South Carolina when a federal district 
judge banned distribution of the state license plate bearing a cross and the words 
“I believe” following a legal challenge by four clergymen and the organiza-
tion Americans United for the Separation of Church & State. The Spartanburg 
  Herald-Journal  reported that a “red-faced and angry” Rev. Arnold Hiette told 
350  people at the People’s Baptist Church “that the four complainants—espe-
cially the  Unitarian—and one judge who took away the people’s right to witness 
via their vehicle tags, along with the ACLU, they’re going to burn in hell.” 

 When the California Supreme Court invalidated the state ban on same-sex mar-
riages, it was major news. Here’s how a wire service began its account of the ruling: 

  SAN FRANCISCO—The California Supreme Court struck down 
the state’s ban on same-sex marriage Thursday in a broadly 
worded decision that would invalidate virtually any law that dis-
criminates on the basis of sexual orientation. 

 The 4-3 ruling declared that the state Constitution protects 
a fundamental “right to marry” that extends equally to same-sex 
couples. It tossed a highly emotional issue into the election year 
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Chapter 1 On the Job 13

while opening the way for tens of thousands of gay people to wed 
in California, starting as early as mid-June.  

 Notice that in two paragraphs the reporter tells us  what  happened (gay-
 marriage ban struck down);  who  made the ruling (state supreme court);  when  
the ruling was made (Thursday). The dateline, San Francisco, tells us  where  the 
ruling was made. The second paragraph gives us the reason,  why,  the court ruled 
(the “right to marry” extends to same-sex couples). The second paragraph tells us 
 how  the ruling was made (by a 4-3 ruling). 

 These are the Five W’s and an H that have been instilled in journalism students 
surely since the fi rst journalism school was established in 1908 at the University 
of Missouri and, possibly, since 1869 when a journalism program was initiated at 
Washington College, now Washington & Lee University. 

 This is good advice for writing breaking news stories, especially for online 
stories. But the formula is usually bypassed for features, for news features and for 
broadcast stories. Here’s a broadcast lead for the same court ruling: 

  The California Supreme Court has overturned the state’s 
ban on same-sex marriage.  

 That’s 13 words, easy on the ear, compared with the wire service lead of 35 
words, written to be read. 

 These are serious stories. But news coverage is hardly confi ned to the serious. 
Reporters are on the lookout for  unusual  material that will leaven the news diet.   

  The Unusual 
  The Big Hole   Jere Downs of  The Philadelphia Inquirer  say she fi nds good sto-
ries by “scooping up all the paper from an agency whenever I have the chance—
operating budgets, capital budgets, requests for proposals, studies, board meeting 
minutes.” She goes through the material carefully, even the inch-thick operating 
budget of the local transit agency. “This is going to be boring,” she thought. But 
she kept reading and underlining items that seemed unusual. One item jumped at 
her—$32 million for paying lawsuit claims. That item turned into a story. 

 Downs also chats with sources, at lunch with one on Monday, in the offi ce 
of another on Tuesday. Wednesday she was shooting the breeze with a highway 
construction engineer. 

 “In the course of our chat about the Route 202 construction project, he mentioned 
that construction was bogged down by a troublesome sinkhole that had so far swal-
lowed $4 million in concrete,” Downs said. Sinkhole repairs had been budgeted 
at far less, $30,400. But a warren of limestone caverns was discovered directly 
beneath the location of the $224 million interchange. Downs knew at once she had 
a story, and after her chat with the engineer she set out to gather information. 

 Her story begins this way: 

The long-awaited solution to one 
of the state’s worst highway traffi c 
 nightmares—King of Prussia’s congestion 

of  cloverleafs—will take longer and cost 
more money because of unexpected and 
huge sinkholes in the construction zone.
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14 Part One The Reporter at Work

 That was just the beginning. “PennDot is still pumping cement into the 
ground—$8.5 million to date,” Downs says. The agency exhausted the region’s 
supply of cement. “So it is building a cement plant on the construction site.” 
More holes, more cement, more stories. 

 Downs’ story brought a smile to those who read it, except for Pennsylvanians 
whose tax money was swallowed along with the cement. Here’s an unusual story 
that everyone enjoyed: 

  POOLE, England (AP)—“It was God who took out my tonsils,” the lit-
tle boy told his mother after his operation at Poole General Hospital. 

 “When I was taken into the big white room, there were two lady 
angels dressed in white. Then two men angels came in. Then God 
came in.” 

 “How did you know it was God?” the mother asked. 
 “Well, one of the men angels looked down my throat and said, 

‘God, look at that child’s tonsils.’ 
 “Then God took a look and said, ‘I’ll take them out at once.’ ” 
 The conversation was reported by the hospital’s staff letter.  

 Funny, yes. But the youngster’s remark in the next-to-last paragraph would 
make a better ending. Let’s rewrite this story by putting the last paragraph else-
where, perhaps at the end of the second paragraph.  

  FedEx to the Rescue   Usually, Federal Express is in the business of delivering 
packages. But on a rainy day in March, a FedEx driver delivered 78-year-old 
Odell Bunch as Bunch’s car was sliding into a Missouri creek. Here’s the begin-
ning of Peg McNichol’s story from the  Southeast Missourian  in Cape Girardeau: 

Like many drivers on Tuesday, Odell 
Bunch decided to take a chance driving 
across a fl ooded road.

Bunch, 78, crossed the Byrd Creek Bridge 
and headed over water-covered Highway 34.

Wrong decision.
Bunch’s 1990 Ford Ranger slid off the road, 

carried by fast-moving water. The truck tilted 
and stopped. Bunch knew he had to get out 
quickly. The FedEx truck behind him pulled 
alongside and stopped. Courier Jay  McMullin 

stepped into the  water, extending his hand as 
Bunch got out of his pickup. They drove to 
a nearby gas station. McMullin made sure 
Bunch was OK before resuming his route.

“I don’t think there’s any getting home 
tonight,” Bunch said, laughing while waiting 
for a tow truck. “I didn’t think it was that bad, 
because everyone else was going across. I’m 
78 years old, but I feel like I’m 100 right now. 
If that man hadn’t stopped, I might not have 
seen 80.”

 Notice that reporter McNichol uses a narrative approach to her story. She tells 
us a story about this rescue. We don’t reach the heart of the event until the fourth 
paragraph. We call the beginning of her story a  delayed  lead. Her approach 

“There is no bottom to it,” said Carmine 
Fiscina, the Federal Highway Administra-
tion engineer overseeing the Route 202 

project. “We all knew there were sinkholes, 
but this is an unbelievable turn of events.

“This is a Pandora’s box.”
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Chapter 1 On the Job 15

 differs from that of the reporters who covered the barricaded man in Phoenix, the 
assassination in Pakistan, the deaths of nine fi refi ghters in Charleston—stories 
that moved on the newspapers’ Web sites and on the Associated Press newswire. 
The beginnings of these stories moved directly to the heart of the event. We call 
these  direct  leads. 

 Another couple of points about McNichol’s story are worth noticing: It isn’t 
any old truck that Bunch is driving but a “1990 Ford Ranger,” she informs us. 
McNichol helps us see a specifi c model. Journalism is the art of the specifi c. Point 
two: McNichol doesn’t paraphrase Bunch’s remarks. She quotes him, and the quotes 
give us a feel for the man who, despite his harrowing ride home, is able to laugh. 

 Most of the stories we’ve been reading about consist of what we call breaking 
news, events that are timely. After all, journalists say they cover the insistent present. 
But there are some events, some situations, some ideas that lie dormant until some-
thing or someone comes along to make them newsworthy, to give them  currency.    

  Currency 
  Fingerprint Scanning   Thousands of schools in the country use fi ngerprint 
scanners for students to pay for meals, to check out library books and to board 
school buses. The scan is more effi cient and effective than lunch cards and I.D. 
numbers, school systems fi nd. But its use is being questioned by parents and civil 
libertarians. It could lead to identity theft and it constitutes an invasion of privacy, 
they say. Pauline Vu, a reporter for the online service  Stateline.org , investigated 
and came up with a story that begins this way: 

At the Water’s Edge
Odell Bunch thought he 

could make it home though 
Highway 34 was slick and 
the rain was coming down 
hard. He was wrong. His 
Ford Ranger slowly slid off 
the road . . . and kept going. 
In the nick of time, a FedEx 
truck came by and pulled the 
78-year-old Bunch to safety. 
“If that man hadn’t stopped, 
I might not have seen 80,” 
said a relieved Bunch.

Aaron Eisenhauer, Southeast 
Missourian

Reporting Is Central
“Reporting is the 

essential ingredient in good 
journalism. Everything else is 
dressing. Whether covering 
the White House or the 
school board, the reporter 
is the engine that drives the 
newspaper, the contributor 
who makes the newscast 
worthwhile. Forget the fancy 
packaging. The news orga-
nizations that are the most 
successful—the ones audi-
ences consider essential—
are those that care most 
about good reporting.”

—Sid Bedingfield, 
president, Fault Line 

Productions
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16 Part One The Reporter at Work

  The lunch lines in West Virginia’s Wood County schools move much 
faster than they used to. After students fi ll their trays with food, they 
approach a small machine, push their thumbs against a touch pad—
and with that small movement, they’ve paid for their meal. 

 For half the state’s school districts, as well as hundreds more 
across the country, the days of dealing with lost lunch cards or 
forgotten identifi cation numbers are over. 

 “A student cannot forget their fi nger,” said Beverly Blough, the 
director of food service in Wood County School District, which 
in 2003 became the fi rst district in West Virginia to use fi nger 
scanners. 

 But the emergence of fi nger scanning has also sparked a back-
lash from parents and civil libertarians worried about identity theft 
and violation of children’s privacy rights. In several cases when par-
ents have objected, school districts have backed down, and some 
states have outlawed or limited the technology. . . . 

 “It just opens a huge database out there that’s just easy for 
identity theft,” said Joy Robinson-Van Gilder, an Illinois mother who 
rallied legislators last year to place limits on the technology in her 
state. “I think it’s against their civil rights, without a doubt, and it is 
an invasion of their privacy.”. . .  

 As we see, reporter Vu had to do a lot of digging for her story. Some reporters 
specialize in a distinct form of digging journalism called investigative report-
ing. These reporters say they dig to uncover situations that need to be exposed 
and remedied. I call this eighth and fi nal news determinant  necessity.  We will 
go abroad and across the country to watch several reporters engage in this public 
service journalism.   

  Necessity 
  Deadly Imports   First, we join Loretta Tofani in Salt Lake City. Tofani was 
a reporter with  The Washington Post  where she was awarded a Pulitzer Prize 
for her investigation of rape and sexual assault in the Prince George’s County, 
Maryland, Detention Center. She then went to  The Philadelphia Inquirer,  which 
sent her to Beijing as its bureau chief for four years, an experience she was to put 
to good use later for a series, “American Imports, Chinese Deaths,” which was 
underwritten by the Center for Investigative Reporting and the Pulitzer Center on 
Crisis Reporting. 

 Tofani had put journalism behind her when she accompanied her husband to 
Salt Lake City. She decided. . . . 

 But let her tell her story: 

  When my husband and I moved to Utah, I decided to try something different. 
I opened a store in Salt Lake City that sold Chinese ethnic furniture. There were 
Chinese medicine chests with tiny drawers, and Emperors’ chairs with rounded 
arms that ended in carved dragon heads. 
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Chapter 1 On the Job 17

 The store made me an importer, so I often traveled to China, where I had been a 
foreign correspondent for four years during the 90s for  The Philadelphia Inquirer.  
As a businessperson, I saw a different side of Chinese factories than those I had 
been allowed to see as a foreign correspondent. Back then, I received the usual 
“foreign journalist as spy” treatment: I was escorted by half a dozen Chinese 
offi cials who had pre-screened the factories and pre-interviewed the workers and 
managers. But as a businessperson, on a new passport, I had relative freedom to 
choose the factories I wanted to see, unencumbered by government escorts. 

 What I saw—and my inability to stop thinking about what it meant and what 
the stories would say—caused me to close my store and return to journalism. My 
series, “American Imports, Chinese Deaths,” showed that millions of Chinese 
factory workers were touching and/or inhaling carcinogens—nickel, cadmium, 
lead, benzene, toluene, n-hexane, mercury—as they made products destined for the 
U.S. While Americans worried about lead on toys imported from China, Chinese 
workers were dying from lead and other toxins. They were paying the real price of 
cheap American imports. Using shipping documents, I linked specifi c American 
imports to specifi c Chinese workers dying of fatal occupational diseases. I inter-
viewed the workers and obtained their medical records. The series raised ques-
tions: if we protect American workers from fatal occupational diseases, shouldn’t 
Chinese workers making American products also be protected?  

 Tofani’s four-part series appeared in her hometown newspaper,  The Salt Lake 
Tribune,  and is available online at the Center for Investigative Reporting,  www
.centerforinvestigativereporting.org/blogs/category/58 . This was shoe-leather 
reporting that took her to factories where paint spray “seemed to be part of the 
air.” At one, she wrote, “I stepped ahead of my escort, the sales manager, and 
approached a worker holding a hose in his hand. He was waiting for the next 
bureau. ‘Does that paint have oil?’ I asked in Mandarin. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it has it,’ 
and pressed on his hose to begin spraying again. 

Land of the Lethal
Loretta Tofani’s return 

to China was  heartbreaking 
for her. She had been a 
bureau chief in Beijing for 
four years and had learned 
Chinese. This time she was 
shopping for goods for her 
import business. But she 
quickly found out that con-
ditions in the factories she 
visited were primitive . . . 
and lethal. Workers were 
handling and breathing 
carcinogens. Tofani visited 
the hospitals to interview 
the dying, and she spoke to 
young workers who worried 
about the hazardous condi-
tions but needed the work.
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18 Part One The Reporter at Work

 “I had only been inside the factory for about 15 minutes. But it was enough. 
I thanked the sales manager. Once outside, I had trouble swallowing. My throat 
felt tight. I knew that Chinese oil-based paint contained lead. I began wondering 
about the workers. Didn’t they get lung cancer?” 

 The fi rst article of her series answered the question: 

GUANGZHOU, China—The patients 
arrive every day in Chinese hospitals with 
disabling and fatal diseases, acquired while 
making products for America.

On the sixth fl oor of the Guangzhou 
 Occupational Disease and Prevention Hos-
pital, Wei Caihua, 44, sits on his iron-rail 
bed, tethered to an oxygen tank. He is dy-
ing of the lung disease silicosis, a result of 
making Char-Broil gas stoves sold in Utah 
and throughout the U.S.

Down the hall, He Yuyun, 36, who for 
years brushed America’s furniture with 
paint containing benzene and other sol-
vents, receives treatment for myelodysplas-
tic anemia, a precursor to leukemia.

In another room rests Xiang Zhiqing, 
39, her hair falling out and her kidneys 

 beginning to fail from prolonged exposure 
to cadmium that she placed in batteries sent 
to the U.S.

“Do people in your country handle cad-
mium while they make batteries?” Xiang 
asks. “Do they also die from this?”

With each new report of lead detected 
on a made-in-China toy, Americans ex-
press outrage: These toys could poison 
children. But Chinese workers making the 
toys—and countless other products for 
America—touch and inhale carcinogenic 
materials every day, all day long: Ben-
zene. Lead. Cadmium. Toluene. Nickel. 
 Mercury.

Many are dying. They have fatal occu-
pational diseases.

 Tofani’s series won the national Society of Professional Journalists award for inves-
tigative reporting as well as a national Investigative Reporters and Editors award. 

 For Tofani’s complete story, see  Deadly Imports  in  NRW Plus.    
 Before you do that, you might want to know about Tofani’s Pulitzer Prize. Her 

concern for fairness, her indignation at unchecked injustice that led to her series 
about victimized Chinese workers, appeared early in her career as a journalist.  

  Gang Rape   While covering the county courts for  The Washington Post,  Tofani 
heard a lawyer tell a judge, “Your honor, my client was gang raped in the county 
jail.” The assertion shook Tofani. “I asked the judge how often he heard about the 
rapes. ‘Oh, it happens all the time,’ he said.” 

 Tofani decided to check. She continued to cover her beat, but on her days off and 
when she fi nished work, she went to see jail guards at their homes, and she inter-
viewed rape victims. After six weeks, she went to her editor. About a dozen men a 
week were being raped, most of them held in jail because they lacked bail money. 

 “They were gang raped because the jail failed to enforce its rules and permit-
ted prisoners to block the view of guards with black trash bags,” she told her 
editor. “Jail policies actually promoted the gang rapes because the jail failed to 
separate the weak from the strong, to separate those charged with drunk driving, 
shoplifting and trespassing, who became rape victims, from convicted murderers 
and armed robbers, the typical rapists.” 

Number One
At USA Today an editor 

set as the First Command-
ment for his staff: “Break 
stories.  Investigate. Spot the 
trends.”

Confi rming PagesConfi rming Pages

men11994_ch01_001-028.indd   18men11994_ch01_001-028.indd   18 12/16/09   6:19:57 PM12/16/09   6:19:57 PM



Chapter 1 On the Job 19

 Her editor replied: “Let’s put it on the back burner.” She went over his head to 
another editor. He turned her down. “Spend your time on daily stories,” he told 
her. Her third try was successful, and the metropolitan editor ordered her immedi-
ate editor to give Tofani time to do the story. 

 The Pulitzer Prize judges found Tofani’s series notable for its documentation. 
She obtained the victims’ medical records and interviewed the victims as well as 
the rapists.  

  With the Disabled and the Exploited   Our next stop is Minneapolis where 
Cammy Wilson has been assigned to write a feature: Spend a day with a woman 
in a wheelchair to see how people get around in the city. 

 Wilson accompanied the woman as she went about her chores, shopped and 
had lunch. At the end of the day, the woman remarked to Wilson, “Isn’t it awful 
how much we have to pay to be taken to the doctor?” “How much?” Wilson 
asked. “Forty to fi fty dollars,” she replied. 

 Wilson sensed a story of greater impact than the feature she was assigned to 
write. Wilson asked the woman if she had a receipt for a trip to the doctor. The 
woman did. 

 By the time she fi nished her reporting, Wilson had a major scandal laid out: 
The transportation of the disabled was a multi-million-dollar operation in which 
people were being billed $40 to $120 for a round-trip to a medical facility. Com-
panies were billing at an individual rate even when they took groups from a nurs-
ing home or a senior citizen center to a clinic. 

 Her stories interested the Health, Education and Welfare Department in Wash-
ington, D.C., and, because Medicaid money was involved, HEW investigated. 
The Minnesota legislature held hearings and enacted several laws to regulate the 
transportation fi rms. 

 A couple of weeks later, Wilson was house hunting. In one house, she noticed 
that every item was for sale. From worn-out washcloths to underwear, everything 
had a price tag. “Has the owner died?” she asked the realtor. “No,” he said, “the 
owner is in a nursing home.” “Why is he selling?” “He’s not selling. The conser-
vator is,” the realtor replied. 

 Once again, Wilson had a story. She learned that the owner, Ludvig Hagen, 
86, suffered a fall and was taken to a nursing home to recover. While there, the 
church that he had named in his will marked the house and all of Hagen’s posses-
sions for sale. Wilson began her story this way: 

  “4415 17th Ave. S.” 
 “4415 17th Ave. S.” 
 The old man in his wheelchair repeated 

the address, tears beginning to well. 
 “I don’t have to sell my house. It’s paid 

for.” 
 But his house is for sale. It and all his 

possessions are part of an estate valued at 
$140,000. . . .  

     “Path to the World”  
 “Try to read a newspa-

per every day—at bedtime 
or at breakfast or when 
you take a break in the 
afternoon. . . . The news-
paper will be your path to 
the world at large. . . . In 
addition, a great newspaper 
will teach you how to write; 
most articles are models of 
clarity and substance—with 
no academic jargon!  

“Pay attention to the 
writer’s vocabulary, see 
how many active verbs are 
used, file away striking 
new words for future use. 
Study how articles are 
structured—how the first 
paragraph tells the reader 
simply and clearly the sub-
ject and main points.”  
— James MacGregor Burns, 

Williams College and 
presidential biographer     
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20 Part One The Reporter at Work

 As a result of the story, the county attorney launched an investigation. 
 Wilson then looked at probate, the handling of wills and estates by the courts. 

She learned that the county probate court had appointed a management fi rm to 
handle the estates of various people and that the fi rm had sold their homes for 
well under the market price to the same buyer, who within six months resold the 
houses for 50 to 100 percent more than the purchase price. 

 Next, to a newsroom in New York City where Heidi Evans turns on her 
answering machine.  

  A Tip and an Exposé   “ The message on my answering machine was straight-
forward: ‘I have a story that may be of interest to you.’ 

 “Although reporters often get calls like this, many of which lead nowhere, I 
was intrigued, given the source, someone I had interviewed from time to time 
during the three years I covered the health, hospital and AIDS beat for the New 
York  Daily News  . . . someone who had never called me before . . . someone who 
sounded troubled.” 

 Evans returned the call. The caller told her that the city health department had 
quietly stopped giving Pap smear tests to thousands of low-income women who 
depended on its clinics for free gynecological care. 

 “Since many of the clients of these clinics fi t the profi le of women most at 
risk of developing cervical cancer—sexually active women who have had several 
partners and little access to medical care—I knew I had the start of an important 
story,” she said. 

 She dug into the records, interviewed people and found an even bigger story—
the health department had endangered the lives of many women by failing to fol-
low up on medical tests. 

 Here is how Evans began her story: 

  More than 2,000 Pap smears languished 
in a city health department laboratory for as 
long as a year, leaving  hundreds of women 
at high risk of developing cervical cancer 
without knowing it.  

 She continued to dig and learned that 93 of the test smears indicated health 
problems, women who needed to be told to seek immediate medical attention. 
Evans found that instead of being informed quickly, the women received notices 
nine and ten months after their tests. When these women were fi nally notifi ed and 
took further tests, some were fortunate. Some were not: 

  When Mary Pollack got the Mailgram 
it was Friday evening, too late to call the 
Health Department to have someone explain 
the message that read, “Urgent!! Concern-
ing Your Health! Medical Emergency!” 

 On Monday morning, as Pollack held 
the Mailgram in her shaking hands, the 
doctor at the city’s Jamaica, Queens, clinic 
gave her the scare of her life. 

 “You have cancer,” he told her.  Heidi Evans
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   Hospital Conditions   Our next journey to watch digging reporters at work 
takes us to Georgia where a hospitalized soldier has been visited by her husband. 
What he saw shocked him. 

 The husband of the hospitalized soldier called Mark Benjamin of United Press 
International because he had read Benjamin’s stories about strange illnesses 
affl icting some of those returning from service in Iraq. He told Benjamin that the 
treatment and the conditions at the Georgia service hospital were deplorable. He 
said his wife had to wait six weeks before a doctor saw her. 

 Benjamin knew at once that the situation was  important,  that if he could verify 
the caller’s assertions the story would have  impact.  Shabby treatment of those 
who serve their country is clearly newsworthy. He immediately fl ew to the base 
in Georgia to see for himself. Here is the beginning of the story Benjamin felt 
he had to tell: 

  FORT STEWART, Ga. Oct. 17 (UPI)—Hundreds of sick and 
wounded U.S. soldiers including many who served in the Iraq war 
are languishing in hot cement barracks here while they wait—
sometimes for months—to see doctors.   

  Children at Risk   Next, we go to Vancouver, Wash., to visit two young report-
ers in the newsroom of  The Columbian  where Erin Middlewood and Stephanie 
Rice have been informed that they have won a Sigma Delta Chi Award for their 
three-part series about child care facilities that violated health and safety regula-
tions. The state, they found, did nothing to remedy an unsafe and dangerous situ-
ation for children. 

 It took two years and action by the state’s attorney general for the reporters to 
obtain the necessary documents, thousands of pages in three boxes. It was worth 
the wait. The documents and their reporting resulted in the state’s revoking the 
child care licenses of four providers the reporters investigated. Also, the governor 
pledged to devote more state resources to enforcement and regulation of child 
care facilities. 

 Here’s how the fi rst article in their series begins: 

Greg Knudtson received a frantic call 
from his wife, Tomoko: “Emergency, emer-
gency. Jenna quit breathing.”

The Vancouver couple had just  entrusted 
their 11-week-old daughter to the family’s 
child care provider, Jennifer Florentin, when 
Tomoko returned to work. Florentin had 
discovered Jenna wasn’t breathing when she 
went to wake her after an hourslong nap.

Knudtson, who was doing business in 
Seattle, rushed to the intensive care unit 

in a Portland hospital to see his daughter. 
 Tomoko looked at her husband with teary 
eyes and said, “She’s not coming back.”

The Knudtsons started asking questions 
after Jenna’s death in 2004. They wanted to 
know how their infant daughter could have 
been left alone for hours on the second fl oor, 
in a crib with a pillow and a blanket, violat-
ing licensed child-care regulations and basic 
health guidelines. The Clarke County medical 
examiner determined that Jenna suffocated.

Front Page Play
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22 Part One The Reporter at Work

 Notice how the reporters take us directly to the heart of the story—the conse-
quences of lax supervision. The Sigma Delta Chi judges said that “Child Care Night-
mare” made them “spit fi re, rattle our throats and simply say ‘thank you’ out loud 
for the three-day series about Washington State’s lapses in child care oversight.”     

  The Characteristics of the Reporter 

  Different as these journalists may appear at fi rst glance, they share certain 
traits, and there are many similarities in the way they handle their assignments. 

 One characteristic we notice is the reporter’s attitude. He or she is curious. 
The reporter wants to know what is happening—fi rsthand. Journalists learn early 
that seeing and hearing for themselves is better than secondhand accounts. The 
fi rsthand account rings with authenticity.  

   Persistent 
 The journalist knows how important persistence is in getting to the truth. Lisa 

Newman heard that a Chicago police offi cer was transferred as punishment for 
giving the daughter of the police superintendent a traffi c ticket. But when she 
talked to the offi cer who issued the ticket, he refused to confi rm her tip. 

 Newman, a reporter for  The Daily Calumet and Pointer,  gradually lessened 
the offi cer’s resistance, and he fi nally gave her the details. She also learned that 
the ticket was dismissed in traffi c court. 

     Tenacious  
 “Let me tell you the 

secret that has led me 
to my goal,” said Louis 
Pasteur, the French chemist 
whose studies of bacteria 
led to the pasteurization 
process. “My only strength 
lies in tenacity.”    

     Tenacious  
 “Let me tell you the 

secret that has led me 
to my goal,” said Louis 
Pasteur, the French chemist 
whose studies of bacteria 
led to the pasteurization 
process. “My only strength 
lies in tenacity.”    

Prizewinners
Erin Middlewood, left, 

and Stephanie Rice, right, 
revealed the lax regulation 
of child-care providers by 
the State of Washington 
in a three-part series that 
revealed unsafe and dan-
gerous situations for the 
children entrusted to the 
providers. They had to force 
the state to provide the 
fi les, a procedure that took 
two years.

The Columbian
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 With the information, Newman wrote several stories that led to an 
investigation. 

  Asking Questions   Persistence means asking question after question until the 
issue is clarifi ed, the situation made understandable for the reader or viewer. The 
columnist Dave Barry says, “I was a pretty good writer and I thought that was all 
that mattered. But journalism isn’t about writing. You learned that what it’s really 
about is asking hard questions, being persistent.”  

  Dangerous Drug   David Willman of the  Los Angeles Times  Washington bureau 
learned that a drug to treat diabetes had been removed from the market in Great 
Britain but was still being sold in the United States. A year’s investigation led 
to his two-part series on the deaths the drug Rezulin had caused. But the Food 
and Drug Administration took no action. For the next 14 months he wrote about 
the mounting death toll and the growing concern of physicians in 25 follow-up 
stories. The FDA fi nally removed the drug from the market. An editor described 
Willman as “the most tenacious guy I ever met as far as grabbing something and 
never letting it go.” Willman won a Pulitzer Prize for investigative reporting for 
his stories.   

  Fair 
 In journalism’s younger days there was a newsroom saying, “Never check out 

a good story.” Today’s journalist always looks for the rejoinder, the defense, the 
reply, the other side of the story. A survey of working journalists found near 
unanimous agreement on two reporting necessities—getting the facts right and 
getting both sides of the story.  

  Knowledgeable 
 Stanley Walker, one of the great city editors, was once asked, “What makes a 

good reporter?” 

When The Washington Post was digging up exclusives 
in its Watergate coverage, the national editor of the Los 
 Angeles Times was disturbed by the failure of the Times’ 
Washington bureau to match the coverage. The Times’ 
reporters were trying to cover the scandal by telephone, the 
editor learned.

“Tell them to get off their asses and knock on doors,” 
the editor shouted to the Washington news editor. The 
demand went out with increasing frequency and ferocity, 
until the Washington editor decided to post a sign in the 
offi ce:

GOYA/KOD 
Get Off Your Asses 
and 
Knock On Doors

GOYA/KOD
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 “The answer is easy,” he replied, with a show of a smile around his eyes. “He 
knows everything. He is aware not only of what goes on in the world today, but 
his brain is a repository of the accumulated wisdom of the ages.” Walker, who 
helped make  The New York Herald Tribune  admired for its fi ne writing, contin-
ued: “He hates lies and meanness and sham, but keeps his temper. He is loyal to 
his paper and to what he looks upon as his profession; whether it is a profession, 
or merely a craft, he resents attempts to debase it.” 

 The wider the reporter’s knowledge base, the quicker the reporter can bring 
the story into focus. As soon as the reporter heard the speaker say that the coun-
try’s politics had gone wrong with Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, he knew his 
story was about a conservative’s approach to politics. Reporters always try to get 
a jump on their stories, given the short time they have to do their reporting and 
writing. The more they know, the faster they can do their work.  

  Multiskilled 
 In addition to this knowledge base, journalists are equipped with an array of 

skills to meet the needs of media users. These skills, says Thomas Curley, presi-
dent of the Associated Press, allow reporters to pace themselves to what Curley 
calls “consumption-on-demand.” Today’s journalist is multiskilled to meet mul-
timedia demands. 

 Along with the written story, journalists may shoot still photos and full-color 
video as well as provide audio material for their stories that go online. 

  Feeding the Web   Tom Priddy, online content producer at the  Herald-Journal  in 
Spartanburg, S.C., went to an open house to celebrate the new ballpark for the local 
Class A baseball team. “I covered the story, took photos, interviewed the principals 
and gathered some natural sound with my digital recorder,” he says. “I wrote the 
story for print, passed along one photo to the sports editor, then edited the audio 
and photos and created an audio slideshow for our Web site,  GoUpstate.com .”  

  News 24/7   Reporters are asked “to get the news online almost instantly,” reports 
 Editor&Publisher.  This means fi ling stories on breaking news events “several 
times a day—in addition to the eventual print version. Add to that requests for 
audio and video components, podcasts, blogs and chats. . . .” 

 Beneath the technology, underlying the new skills, journalism is unchanged. 
Quality reporting remains the basis of all journalism. “Content,” says Curley, “is 
more important than container.”   

  Enterprising 
 News conferences, interviews and ball games present few problems. But for 

every easily accessible situation there is a tougher assignment, a less accessible 
source. The lore of journalism includes tales of enterprising reporters such as the 
one about the Chicago reporter who was blocked from a crime scene. He noticed 
doctors being waved into the building. He sprinted down the street to a pawn 
shop, pointed to a small suitcase, handed over a few dollars and raced back. Hold-
ing the case in his most professional manner, the reporter was allowed to pass. 
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  Finding the Casualties   When Chinese troops shot down hundreds of students 
demonstrating in Tiananmen Square for democratic reforms, reporters were pre-
vented from entering the area. Offi cials denied that any of the young men and 
women were killed. Jan Wong realized she could learn about casualties by going 
to local hospitals. She found the front doors were barred to outsiders. 

 “But no one guards the back door,” and she went in. “Dozens of corpses, 
mostly unrefrigerated, decompose on the fi fth day after Chinese troops slaugh-
tered unarmed demonstrators near Tiananmen Square,” she wrote for her newspa-
per,  The Globe and Mail  of Toronto. 

 A week later, the authorities decided Wong was fi nding out too much. As she 
was walking down a street, a car with no license plate cut her off, secret service-
men grabbed her and tried to shove her in the car. She kicked and screamed, 
attracting passersby who protested. The police released her.  

  Naming the Coach   In the days of intense competition between the United Press 
International and the Associated Press, reporters knew that a beat would result in 
a major play in newspapers and on stations. Sources did not want to show prefer-
ence, so they would hold news conferences that allowed all the media an even 
shot. The trick was to break down the wall of silence before the scheduled confer-
ence, and the UPI did just that when a new football coach was to be announced 
at Rice University. 

 The Houston UPI bureau called around the country to the coaches who had 
been mentioned as candidates. No luck. The only one left was the assistant coach 
at Rice, and a call went out to his home. The maid answered. No, the coach wasn’t 
in. Nor his wife. 

 “Is she going to go to the news conference this afternoon?” the UPI reporter 
asked. 

 “Yes, sir. She wouldn’t miss that for the world,” the maid answered. 
 In seconds, the bureau put out a story about the assistant coach’s new job. 
 You might say that was risky. But would the assistant coach’s wife be going to 

a news conference to hear someone else named coach?   

  Courageous 
 For Ian Stewart of the Associated Press, the question was simple: Rely on 

people to tell him what was happening, or see for himself ? Should he and an AP 
cameraman and an AP television cameraman venture to Freetown in Sierra Leone, 
which was being threatened by rebel gunmen? For 10 months, the rebels had ram-
paged across the countryside, earning a fearsome reputation by hacking off the 
hands and feet of villagers in a campaign of intimidation. 

 “The choice was simple,” Stewart said. “We had to go to give the people of 
Sierra Leone a voice and to tell their story.” 

 They went and they met with disaster. Myles Tierney, the TV cameraman, was 
killed, and Stewart suffered a bullet to his brain that left an arm and hand useless. 

 Given the disastrous outcome, was his choice wise? “I could not in clear con-
science ignore the plight of an innocent people,” Stewart said. Not go? “That is 
not why I entered journalism, nor is that what I was trained to do.” 

Call the Doctor
When the American 

Medical Association tried 
to block a public health 
bill proposed by President 
Obama, Nicholas D. Kristof 
of The New York Times 
called Obama’s doctor of 
more than two decades 
before Obama moved into 
the White House.

“They’ve always been 
on the wrong side of 
things,” Kristof quoted Dr. 
David Scheiner about the 
AMA. “They may be pro-
tecting their interests, but 
they’re not protecting the 
interests of the American 
public.”

An Ethic
“Making a living is 

nothing; the great difficulty 
is making a point, making a 
difference—with words.”

—Elizabeth Hardwick
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26 Part One The Reporter at Work

 The same ethic motivated Ellen Whitford of  The Norfolk Virginian-Pilot  to go 
into an abortion clinic and allow herself to be examined and prepared for an abor-
tion. Whitford wanted to prove what she had learned secondhand, that abortions 
were being performed on women who were not pregnant. 

  “Murderous Resistance”   In the journalism quarterly,  Nieman Reports,  Gene 
Roberts and Hank Klibanoff write about the “small group of liberal and moderate 
Southern editors, probably no more than 20 at any one time, who risked the anger 
of their readers as well as circulation and advertiser boycotts to urge compliance 
with the Supreme Court’s school desegregation decisions of 1954 and 1955.” 
This was a period of “murderous Southern resistance to the civil rights move-
ment,” the historian Sean Wilentz says. 

  Roberts and Klibanoff write: 

 There may never have been a time in our nation’s history when more journalis-
tic courage was shown than in the civil rights era in the 1950’s, 60’s and 70’s. The 
presence of Southern editors willing to display dissent against rising mob madness 
emboldened national leaders—presidents, congresses, religious fi gures, corporate 
executives and, especially, black civil rights leaders—to press for change. The 
bravery of reporters and photographers drove them to penetrate the South to see 
fi rsthand—and, more importantly, to show—the raw grip of white supremacy on 
an entire region of the country.  

 This is the journalistic legacy you inherit.  

  Died on the Job   Reporters and photographers have died covering wars and 
disasters. Mark Kellogg, a correspondent for the  Bismarck  (Dakota Territory) 
 Tribune,  fell while riding with Custer and the 7th Cavalry at Little Big Horn in 
1876. Ernie Pyle, the legendary war correspondent, was shot by a sniper in the 
closing days of World War II. 

 Since its founding in 1992, the Committee to Protect Journalists has kept re-
cords of the deaths of journalists “killed on duty worldwide.” The list includes 
the names of 750, 70 percent of them murdered and 20 percent who died during 
combat operations. A third of the murders were committed by political groups and 
government offi cials. Ninety percent of them have gone unpunished.   

  Compassionate 
 James Fallows, national correspondent for  The Atlantic Monthly,  describes as 

“the highest achievement” of journalism making “people care about and under-
stand events or subjects they had not previously been interested in.” 

 Increasingly, journalists have turned their attention to the defenseless, the 
poor, those without a voice.    

  More Stories 

    If you would like to read more about how reporters covered a variety of stories 
ranging from school shootings at Virginia Tech University (college journalists) 

Martyred Journalists
In 1837, Elijah Lovejoy, 

an anti-slavery editor, was 
slain by a mob in Alton, Ill., 
as he tried to defend his 
press. Lovejoy is considered 
the first martyr to freedom 
of the press in the United 
States.
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and Jonesboro, Ark., (AP reporters) to racial disparities in health care (newspaper 
reporter), go to  NRW Plus  online at  www.mhhe.com/mencher12e . Under Learning 
Center, access Student Edition and then  NRW Plus.  You will fi nd the following 
stories and the comments of the reporters who wrote them:

    • The 9/11 terrorist bombing of the Twin Towers.  
   • A tornado hits Spencer, Iowa.  
   • A newspaper covers a small fi re; TV covers a fatal fi re.  
   • The Christmas Fund annual story.  
   • Using the Internet to uncover disparities in health care.  
   • A drive-by shooting kills a little girl.  
   • A local group wants a classic book banned.  
   • Student newspaper tracks campus mass murder.                  

Summing Up

Journalists live in a world of confusion and complexity. Nevertheless, they 
manage through enterprise, wit, energy and intelligence to move close to the 
truth of the event and to shape their understanding into language and a form 
that can be understood by all. Our task is to help you develop the journalist’s 
craft and to fi nd a personal credo to guide you. A reporter who worked her way 
from small newspapers in New Mexico, Pennsylvania and New Jersey to the 
AP and then to The New York Times says her motto is “Keep cool but care.” 
This philosophy seems to describe the reporters whose work we followed in 
this chapter and those we will be following in the rest of this book.

Journalists make mistakes. It is important to learn from mistakes and not to 
be discouraged. Although mistakes can be embarrassing and humiliating, they 
are unavoidable. Look at the Corrections box on page 2 of any issue of The New 
York Times, which is staffed by some of the best journalists in the business. Day 
after day, two to fi ve admissions of error are published—wrong names, wrong 
addresses, wrong fi gures. Don’t live in fear of making a mistake; that will cut 
down your range. Do the best you can. That’s all anyone can ask of you.

Further Reading

At the end of each chapter, suggested supplementary reading is listed. The 
listed books have been recommended by journalists and by authorities in the 
fi elds discussed in the chapter.

This list includes, for example, the autobiography of a major fi gure in 
American journalism, Lincoln Steffens. It also includes Vincent Sheean’s rec-
ollections of his life as a foreign correspondent, a book that persuaded many 
young men and women that journalism is for them. Also listed is a biography 
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28 Part One The Reporter at Work

of Edward R. Murrow, the eminent broadcast journalist. One book describes 
the women journalists who broke through barriers at The New York Times. 
Finally, no journalism bibliography would be complete without the book that 
describes how two young reporters, Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, top-
pled a president.

Filkins, Dexter. The Forever War. New York: Knopf, 2008.
Filkins, a war correspondent for The New York Times, has been 

described as “more committed to getting the story than to his own safety 
or comfort.” In his book, he describes the effects of the Iraq War on 
soldiers, doctors, teachers and the torturers and tortured. More than 
140 journalists have died covering the Iraq War.

Frankel, Max. The Times of My Life and My Life with The Times. New York: 
Random House, 1999.

Kendrick, Alexander. Prime Time: The Life of Edward Murrow. Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1969.

Kroeger, Brooke. Nellie Bly: Daredevil, Reporter, Feminist. New York: Times 
Books, 1994.

Robertson, Nan. The Girls in the Balcony: Women, Men, and The New York 
Times. New York: Random House, 1992.

Serrin, Judith and William. Muckraking: The Journalism That Changed 
America. New York: The New Press, 2003.

The 121 articles from colonial days to the present display the work 
of crusading and investigative reporters. The great names are all here—
 Steffens, Tarbell, Riis, Wells, Woodward and Bernstein—along with the 
worthy work of lesser-known journalists of conscience.

Sheean, Vincent. Personal History. Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 1969.
Steffens, Lincoln. The Autobiography of Lincoln Steffens. New York:  Harcourt 

Brace, 1931.
Waldron, Ann. Hodding Carter: The Reconstruction of a Racist. Chapel Hill, 

N.C.: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 1993.
Woodward, Bob, and Carl Bernstein. All the President’s Men. New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 1974.
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 If we were to generalize from the work of the reporters we have been 
watching, we might conclude that the reporter:

    1. Attempts to report accurately the truth or reality of the event through:
    A. Direct observation.  
   B.  The use of (a) authoritative, knowledgeable and reliable human 

sources and (b) relevant and reliable physical sources.     

   2. Tries to write an interesting, timely and clear story. Quotations, anec-
dotes, examples and human interest enliven the story. 

 If journalism needs rules, these would be the starting points.     

   Accuracy  

 The highest praise A.J. Liebling, a master reporter for newspapers and  The New 
Yorker  magazine, could pay a colleague was “He is a careful reporter,” by which 
Liebling meant that the reporter took great care to be accurate. Although  reporters 
often work under severe space and time limitations, they make every effort to 
check the accuracy of information through verifi cation and documentation. 

 2   Components of the Story 

   Preview 
 News stories are: 

  •  Accurate.  All information is verifi ed before it is used. 
Direct observation is the surest way to obtain accurate 
information. 

  •  Properly attributed.  The reporter identifi es all sources 
of information. 

  •  Complete.  The story contains the specifi cs that illus-
trate, prove and document the main point of the story. 

  •  Balanced and fair.  All sides in a controversy are 
 presented. 

  •  Objective.  The writer does not inject his or her feelings 
or opinions. 

  •  Brief and focused.  The news story gets to the point 
quickly and keeps to the point. 

  •  Well-written.  Stories are clear, timely, interesting.  
  Details from the crime scene.  

 R.L. Chambers 

  Accuracy. Brevity. Clarity. 
The path to well-written 
stories.  
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Chapter 2 Components of the Story 31

 Joseph Pulitzer, a towering fi gure in U.S. journalism, had a cardinal rule for 
his staff: “Accuracy, accuracy, accuracy.” There may be arguments in newsrooms 
about writing style, about the best way to interview a reluctant source, but there is 
no debate about errors. A journalist may be tolerated if his or her writing does not 
sparkle, but reporters won’t last if they are error-prone.  

   Check and Check Again 
 Mistakes occur when the reporter fails to check an assumption or a source’s 

assertion. 
 When she was the public editor at  The Oregonian,  Michele McLellan recalls, 

“The newspaper featured a local high-school band member in a photo on the local 
news cover. The picture was tailor-made to brighten the family scrapbook. And it 
might have been the only time Julia Carr would see herself in her local newspaper. 

 “But we misspelled her name in the caption. I cringed that we had failed a 
young person in such a basic way. The bandleader provided the wrong spelling, 
but our photographer accepted responsibility. I was proud we didn’t just shrug, 
blame the source and move on.” 

 When the news editor of  The New York Times  spotted a line in a story that 
described the Canadian city of Sudbury as a “suburb of Toronto,” he checked an 
atlas. Sudbury, he found, is 250 miles north of Toronto. The reporter blamed the 
source, an FBI agent, but the editor said that was no excuse. “It should have been 
second nature to check,” he said.  

  More Blunders 

  The headline writer put the famous mountain peak El Capitan in Yellow-
stone National Park. 

    In one story,   The New York Times   writer wrote of “the University of 
Wisconsin at Ann Arbor” and Los Alamos in “the desert sands of New 
Mexico.”   

   A   Times   story refers to the “Ida P. Wells housing project in Chicago.”   

   In another   Times   story, a westward train makes several stops “before 
arriving in Santa Fe.” The writer also describes Santa Fe as being “in New 
Mexico’s desert.”   

   The caption in a midwestern newspaper refers to 22 women in the 
Washington State Senate. The picture shows 23 women.   

   Newsweek   recommends parents let their 5-month-olds feed themselves raw 
carrot sticks and zweiback.     

 No, El Capitan isn’t where the headline put it, but west in Yosemite National 
Park. And we all know where the University of Wisconsin is located. It’s Ida B. 
Wells. No trains stop in Santa Fe, which is hardly in the desert being some 7,000  
feet high. As for  Newsweek ’s recommendation for feeding children carrots and 
zweiback, the magazine had to call back several hundred thousand copies of the issue. 
Its recommendation of carrots and zweiback could cause 5-month-olds to choke.  

     Costly Difference  
 The recipe in   Gourmet  

magazine called for a dash 
of wintergreen oil. While 
the magazine was on the 
press, someone discovered 
that wintergreen  extract  
was called for. Wintergreen 
oil is poisonous. Oops. 
The magazine printed the 
proper ingredients on a 
sticker and put it on the 
750,000 copies of the 
magazine.    

     Costly Difference  
 The recipe in   Gourmet  

magazine called for a dash 
of wintergreen oil. While 
the magazine was on the 
press, someone discovered 
that wintergreen  extract  
was called for. Wintergreen 
oil is poisonous. Oops. 
The magazine printed the 
proper ingredients on a 
sticker and put it on the 
750,000 copies of the 
magazine.    

     Fear  
 “The best newsrooms 

are places where people 
live in fear of being wrong. 
Good journalists can’t stand 
errors.”  

— Caesar Andrews, editor, 
Gannett News Service     

     Fear  
 “The best newsrooms 

are places where people 
live in fear of being wrong. 
Good journalists can’t stand 
errors.”  

— Caesar Andrews, editor, 
Gannett News Service     

     Unanimous  
 A poll of 550 journal-

ists on journalistic values 
ranked highest (1) getting 
the facts right and (2) get-
ting both sides on record.    

     Unanimous  
 A poll of 550 journal-

ists on journalistic values 
ranked highest (1) getting 
the facts right and (2) get-
ting both sides on record.    
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32 Part Two The Basics

  Corrections 
 When mistakes are made, corrections follow so that the record is accurate. 

  Correction 

 In last week’s edition of the Michigan 
Chronicle, the story “Fauntroy stirs breakfast 
crowd,” Congressman Walter Fauntroy’s 
grandmother was misidentifi ed. The matri-
arch was known to Fauntroy family members 
as “Big Ma,” not “Big Mouth” as reported.   

  Language, Too 
 Accuracy also applies to the use of language. Words are chosen carefully to 

match the situation, event or individual. The writer who settles for the imprecise 
rather than the exact word lives dangerously, teetering on the brink of being mis-
understood or misleading readers and listeners. 

  Precision   We don’t say she was “unusually tall.” We write she was “an inch 
over six feet tall.” No matter how concise our broadcast news item is, we don’t 
write that “the ship damaged the pier.” We write, “the tanker (freighter, battle-
ship, ferry) caused $500,000 in damage to the pier.”   

  Firsthand Observation 
 The reporter knows that a story based on direct observation is superior in ac-

curacy and reader interest to one based on secondhand information. 
 As Bertrand Russell, the British philosopher, advised his students: 

  Make the observation yourself. Aristotle could have avoided the mistake of 
thinking that women have fewer teeth than men by the simple device of asking 
Mrs. Aristotle to keep her mouth open while he counted. Thinking you know, 
when in fact you don’t, is a fatal mistake to which we are all prone.  

 Despite the air of certainty in the tone of news stories, many are not based on 
the reporter’s direct observation. The reporter rarely sees the burglar breaking in, 
the policy being drafted, the automobile hitting the telephone pole. The reporter 
obtains information about these events from authoritative sources such as docu-
ments and records (police fi les for the burglary and the accident) and from reli-
able individuals (policy makers and participants and witnesses).  

  News Filters 
 When the reporter bases his or her story on direct observation, the story is a 

 fi rsthand  account. But when the reporter is not on the scene and information is ob-
tained from those who were present, the reporter’s story is a  secondhand   account. 
It has been fi ltered through the source. 

 Some stories are based on accounts that have been fi ltered twice before reach-
ing the reporter, a  thirdhand  account. For example, an offi cial agency holds a 

     Past Due  
 In 1961,  The Columbia 

Journalism Review  criticized 
the  Daily News  for suggest-
ing that medication taken 
by John F. Kennedy might 
affect his judgment. More 
than 40 years later, the 
 Review  published a correc-
tion and apology. A book 
that investigated  Kennedy’s 
 illnesses stated that medi-
cation Kennedy took for 
Addison’s disease did affect 
his judgment.    

     Past Due  
 In 1961,  The Columbia 

Journalism Review  criticized 
the  Daily News  for suggest-
ing that medication taken 
by John F. Kennedy might 
affect his judgment. More 
than 40 years later, the 
 Review  published a correc-
tion and apology. A book 
that investigated  Kennedy’s 
 illnesses stated that medi-
cation Kennedy took for 
Addison’s disease did affect 
his judgment.    
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Chapter 2 Components of the Story 33

meeting at which the participants are sworn to secrecy. The reporter learns that 
one of those attending the meeting described it to a member of his staff, who hap-
pens to be a good source of news for the reporter. The reporter manages to obtain 
the staff member’s account of the executive’s account of what occurred. 

 Here are examples of stories based on direct observation and on secondary 
sources: 

  SHREWSBURY—About 250 anti-
abortion demonstrators were arrested yes-
terday and charged with trespassing and 
violating a court order after they blocked 
the doors to the Planned Parenthood clinic 
for several hours. 

 The protesters, who prayed and sang 
as they were dragged and carried to 

police vans and a rented bus, were part 
of a new national group, called Opera-
tion Rescue, which has targeted abortion 
clinics. The group takes its name from a 
Bible passage in the Book of Proverbs: 
“Rescue those who are being drawn away 
to death.”  

  BURTON—A teacher has been charged 
with assault after a fi fth-grade boy com-
plained that she poked him in the chest with 
a pointer. 

 Pearl Gorton, 60, of 15 Newport Rd., 
North Kingsway, was charged with one 
count of simple assault. The incident took 

place Jan. 9 at Sherbrook Elementary School, 
according to the police. The 10-year-old boy 
said Gorton poked him in the chest three 
times with the pointer because he was being 
loud in class, according to Lt. Karl Shapiro. 
The boy’s father fi led a complaint with the 
police on Jan. 15, Shapiro said.  

  FBI agents have established that the 
Watergate bugging incident stemmed from 
a massive campaign of political spying and 
sabotage conducted on behalf of President 
Nixon’s re-election and directed by offi -
cials of the White House and the Commit-
tee for the re-election of the President. 

 The activities, according to informa-
tion in FBI and Department of Justice fi les, 
were aimed at all the major Democratic 
presidential contenders and—since 1971—

 represented a basic strategy of the Nixon 
re-election effort. 

 During their Watergate investigation 
federal agents established that hundreds 
of thousands of dollars in Nixon campaign 
contributions had been set aside to pay for 
an extensive undercover campaign aimed 
at discrediting individual and Democratic 
presidential candidates and disrupting their 
campaigns. . . . 

 — The Washington Post   

  Web Site Writing   In their haste to go online, reporters open themselves to inac-
curacies. “Working fast increases the chance for error,” says Jonathan Landman, 
the deputy managing editor in charge of  The New York Times  Web operations. But 
that is a price all journalism has to pay. “Speed is a value. Speed gets information 
to people when they want it and need it,” says Landman. The trick in writing for 
the Web, say its practitioners, is to balance speed, accuracy, fairness and the other 
journalistic values. And when an error is discovered, the Web allows quick recov-
ery. “We’ve revised a running story as often as 50 times in the course of a day to 
add and revise information,” says the editor of an Arizona newspaper Web site.     

     Firsthand Account  
 The reporters saw 

the protest and watched 
 protesters being dragged 
into the waiting police vans.    

     Secondhand Account  
 The reporter learned 

about the incident from 
three sources, the police, 
the school superintendent 
and the teacher’s lawyer.    

     Thirdhand Account  
 Carl Bernstein and Bob 

Woodward said that they 
based their story “on strains 
of evidence, statements 
from numerous sources, 
deduction, a partial under-
standing of what the White 
House was doing, the 
reporters’ familiarity with 
the ‘switchblade mentality’ 
of the President’s men and 
disparate pieces of informa-
tion the reporters had been 
accumulating for months.”    
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34 Part Two The Basics

  Attribution  

 The farther the reporter is from direct observation, the more concerned he or 
she is about the accuracy of the information. Accurate and comprehensive direct 
observation is diffi cult enough. After the information has been fi ltered once or 
twice, only the most foolhardy journalist would stake his or her reputation on the 
accuracy of the material. To make clear that secondhand and thirdhand accounts 
are not based on the reporter’s direct observation of the event, the reporter attri-
butes the information about the event to a source. 

 Here are the fi rst two paragraphs from a story in  The Detroit News:  

  For six minutes, a Detroit police opera-
tor listened on the telephone as 24 bullets 
were fi red into the bodies of an East Side 
couple. 

 But, according to the police, the operator 
mistook the shots for “someone hammering 
or building something” and dispatched the 
call as a routine burglary.  

 The lead may give the reader the impression the reporter was at the phone oper-
ator’s elbow. But the second paragraph attributes the information to the police. 

 Attribution refers to two concepts:

     1.   Statements  are attributed to the person making them.  

    2.   Information  about the events not witnessed by the reporter is attributed to the 
source of the information.    

 Here is a story that contains both types of attribution: 

   (1)  Mayor Stanley Kretchmer said yes-
terday the city probably could balance its 
budget this year and next without laying off 
any workers. 

  (1)  The decision, he said, “depends on 
a number of factors—the passage of a new 
tax package, the cooperation of municipal 
labor unions, general prosperity that keeps 
revenues high.” 

  (2)  At a meeting last week, the mayor 
told department heads they should con-
sider the possibility of layoffs of about 10 
percent of their workforce, according to 
city offi cials who attended the meeting. 

  (2)  Police and fi re department person-
nel would be exempt from the cuts, sources 
reported.  

 Generally, we attribute what we do not observe or know to be factual. Although 
the reporter may take the information from a police record, the document does 
not necessarily attest to the truth of the information, only that some source—the 
police, a victim, the suspect, a witness—said that such-and-such occurred. The 
reporter attributes the information to this source. 

 Some news organizations such as the AP demand rigid adherence to the 
following policy: Always attribute what you do not see unless it is common 
knowledge. 
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Chapter 2 Components of the Story 35

   How the News Is Filtered   

     Firsthand Account  
 The story is based on 

direct observation of the 
event by the reporter.    

     Secondhand Account  
 The story is based on 

the account passed on by a 
participant or witness.    

     Thirdhand Account  
 The story is based on 

information  supplied by a 
source who was informed 
by a participant.    
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36 Part Two The Basics

 Let us examine three stories to see how this policy is carried out. Under each 
story are the comments of an experienced reporter about the reasons attribution 
was or was not used. (Her direct quotes follow each story.) 

 YMCA 

   (1)  NEW YORK AP—Dr. Jesse L. 
Steinfeld, former Surgeon General of 
the U.S. Public Health Service, has been 
appointed chairman of the National YMCA 
Health and Physical Education Advisory 
Council. 

  (2)  Steinfeld is professor of medicine 
at the University of California at Irvine, 

 Calif., and chief of medical services for the
Veterans Hospital in Long Beach, Calif. 

  (3)  The advisory council will play an
important role in the setting of future direc-
tions of the Y’s nationwide programs,
national board chairman Stanley Enlund
said today in announcing Steinfeld’s
appointment to the nonsalaried post.  

      (1)  There is no need for attribution of the appointment because the action is 
obviously on the record.  

    (2)  Steinfeld’s background is taken from records and needs no attribution.  

    (3)  The role of the council is an opinion offered by the chairman of the board and 
must be attributed to him.    

  (1)  BRANFORD, Conn. AP—The 
Waverly Hotel, popular earlier in the century, 
was destroyed by a two-alarm fi re today. 

  (2)  The roof collapsed into the heart of 
the building. At daylight the burned-out 
hotel was still smoldering. 

  (3)  Myrtle Braxton, 73, who lived alone 
in the massive three-story building, was 
reported in fair condition at Yale-New 
Haven Hospital suffering from smoke 
inhalation. 

  (4)  Offi cials said the fi re was reported 
by Mrs. Braxton at 3:41 a.m. They said it 

apparently started in the kitchen area where
Mrs. Braxton was living after having closed
off most of the rest of the building. She was
living there without central heating or elec-
tricity, offi cials said. 

  (5)  A neighbor said that a large num-
ber of antiques on the third fl oor were
destroyed. Also lost was a huge ship’s
wheel from a sailing ship, a centerpiece in
the dining room. 

  (6)  The bank that holds the mortgage
said the land and hotel were worth $40,000
to $50,000.  

  Hotel Fire 

      (1)(2)   The condition of the hotel is a physical fact about which the reporter has 
no doubt.  

    (3)  The attribution is implied as coming from the hospital.  

    (4)  “Offi cials,” presumably fi re department offi cials, are cited as the author-
ity because only they could have known this. In the second sentence, the 
location of the fi re’s origin is attributed.  

    (5)(6)  Attribution gives the information credibility.    

  Attribute? 
  Not necessary. No 

reporter from   The Norman 
Transcript   was on hand when 
this tractor plowed into this 
house at lunchtime, but the 
evidence speaks for itself.   

 Bill Carter,  The Norman 
Transcript  

  Attribute? 
 Of course. We attribute 

statements to those who 
make them.  
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Chapter 2 Components of the Story 37

      (1)  A charge, allegation or opinion is always attributed, usually at the beginning 
of the lead. Here, the Commission is immediately identifi ed as the source of 
the allegation.  

    (2)  Background need not be attributed because it is part of the record.  

    (3)  Attribute the mayor’s opinion to him.  

    (4)  Attribution to the source of the material.  

    (5)  Background needing no attribution.  

    (6)  Attribute the mayor’s statement. (The last sentence is the reporter’s attempt 
to give the reader the why of the Commission’s opposition—it’s a taxpayer’s 
group that likes austerity budgets because it means lower taxes. Nice touch.)    

 “Remember,” the reporter cautioned, “attribution does not guarantee the accu-
racy or truth of the material. All it does is place responsibility for the material 
with a source. 

 “If it turns out the information is inaccurate, the publication or station isn’t 
responsible for the misinformation. The source is. 

 “If you don’t identify the source, the reader or listener is going to assume that 
you stand behind the statements because you know they are true.”  

   Types of Attribution 
 Generally, reporters presume that those who speak to them can be named as 

the source of the information. Occasionally, a source will request he or she not be 
named. The reporter then has to determine whether the source can be referred to 
in a general way, as a “city hall offi cial” or a “state legislator” or a “bank execu-
tive,” for example. 

 The source may say the information is for  background  only or  off the record.  
These terms have specifi c meanings to reporters but may not have the same 
meanings to sources. The reporter must clarify with the source whether the mate-
rial can be used without direct attribution or not used at all but is being provided 
solely for the reporter’s information, or somewhere in between. 

 Some reporters refuse to accept material if there is a condition that it may not 
be used in any form. They may bargain with the source, asking if they can go to 

  CBC 

  (1)  The Citizen’s Budget Commis-
sion, a private taxpayer’s organization, 
said today that the proposed city budget 
of $185 million is more than the city can 
afford. 

  (2)  The budget was submitted two 
weeks ago. 

  (3)  Mayor Sam Parnass described it as 
an austerity budget. 

  (4)  The Commission said it concluded
after studying the budget that “signifi cant
cuts can be made.” 

  (5)  The $185 million spending plan is
up 12 percent from the current year. 

  (6)  When he submitted the budget, Mayor
Parnass said anticipated revenues would 
cover the increase. The Commission is sup-
ported by the city’s business community.  
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38 Part Two The Basics

another source to obtain confi rmation. Or they may ask if the material can be used 
without using the source’s name. 

  Caution:  Many editors refuse to accept copy that contains charges or accusa-
tions with no named source. They will not accept attribution to “an offi cial in city 
hall,” “a company spokesperson.” 

 Background and off-the-record information pose problems for conscientious 
reporters because they know that backgrounders can be used to fl oat  trial bal-
loons.  These stories are designed by the source to test public reaction without 
subjecting the source to responsibility for the material. Reporters, eager to obtain 
news of importance and sometimes motivated by the desire for exclusives, may 
become the conduits for misleading or self-serving information. 

 When a reporter attributes assertions to a source, the reader can assess the 
accuracy and truth of the information on the basis of the general reliability of the 
source and his or her stake in the information. 

 The lesson for reporters is clear: Avoid commitments not to use names of 
sources.  

  Anonymous Sources 
 The reporter’s job is to put sources on record, by name. Readers and listeners 

trust such a report. “When we write ‘sources say,’ they’re convinced we’re making 
it up,” writes David Shaw, media critic of the  Los Angeles Times.  

 Some publications and stations insist that all material be attributed to a named 
source, but others will use nonattributed information when the reporter is sure the 
material is reliable. In these cases, the editor usually wants to know the name of 
the source. 

 Special care must be exercised when an anonymous source makes a charge of 
wrongdoing.  The New York Times  tells its staff: 

  We do not want to let unidentifi ed sources (like “law enforcement offi cials”) 
use us to circulate charges against identifi able people when they provide no named 
complainants or other verifi able evidence.  

 Here is the policy of the Associated Press: 

  We do not routinely accede to requests for anonymity. We want information on 
the record. When a news source insists that he or she not be identifi ed by name, we 
say so. If we accept the condition of anonymity, we keep our word. But within the 
rule set by the newsmaker, we do everything possible to tell readers the source’s 
connections, motivations and viewpoints.   

  The Reporter as Source 
 When reporters dig out the information for their stories, the material can be 

attributed to the publication or station: 

  Austin police used force against African-
Americans and Hispanics at signifi cantly 

     Four Types        

     On the Record:  
 All statements are 

directly quotable and 
attributable, by name and 
title, to the person who is 
making the statement.    

     On Background:  
 All statements are 

directly quotable, but they 
cannot be attributed by 
name or specific title to 
the person commenting. 
The type of attribution to 
be used should be spelled 
out in advance: “A White 
House official,” “an Admin-
istration spokesman.”    

     On Deep Background:  
 Anything that is said 

in the interview is usable 
but not in direct quotation 
and not for attribution. The 
reporter writes it on his or 
her own.    

     Off the Record:  
 Information is for the 

reporter’s knowledge only 
and is not to be printed or 
made public in any way. 
The information also is not 
to be taken to another 
source in hopes of getting 
confirmation.    
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higher rates than they did against whites 
during the past six months, according to 
an Austin American-Statesman analysis of 
police statistics.  

 Some editors are more conservative than those at the Austin newspaper. Jason 
Riley and R. G. Dunlop of  The Courier-Journal  in Louisville developed a series 
on dysfunctional county courts that lost and buried hundreds of felony cases. 
Riley wrote a lead that said the court system was fl awed. His editor sent back 
Riley’s draft with the comment, “Says who?” 

 Riley’s response: “I didn’t think it needed attribution because it was the con-
clusion I had drawn after six months of investigation.” Riley held out and won 
out. Here is his lead: 

  FRANKFORT, Ky.—Justice in Ken-
tucky is dispensed unequally because of dif-
ferences among judges and prosecutors and a 
lack of state oversight that has allowed thou-
sands of felony cases to stall, to disappear or 
to be dismissed for lack of prosecution.  

 The third paragraph begins with this attribution: 

  An eight-month investigation of the 
state’s criminal justice system by  The 
Courier-Journal  found that some criminal 
cases took up to two decades to complete. . . .   

  Warnings 
 Attributing information to sources does not absolve reporters of responsibil-

ity for libelous statements in their stories. A reporter for a Florida newspaper 
reported that a county employee smoked marijuana, and the worker brought suit. 
“The reporter’s own testimony indicated she had relied on second- and thirdhand 
accounts when writing the story,”  Editor&Publisher  reported. A jury awarded the 
employee $70,000. (See Chapter 25 for further discussion of libel.) 

  See for Yourself   Journalists sometimes go astray when they neglect to ask for 
proof of assertions their sources make. Records, documents, reports are more reli-
able than a source’s version of them. But these must be examined by the reporter. 

 A cornerstone of a journalist’s questioning Hillary Clinton’s honesty was that 
she had vastly overstated the value of the Clintons’ real estate holdings in a loan 
application. 

 The allegation was given widespread attention. Then a reporter who checked 
the original document found that at the bottom of the front page was the notation: 
“Both sides of this document must be complete.” On reading the other side, the 
reporter found that Mrs. Clinton had accurately stated the value. 
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 The journalist who had attacked Mrs. Clinton defended his story by stating 
that his source had not provided the back of the page.     

  Verifi cation  

 Attributing material to a source does not prove its truth. All a reporter does 
when attributing information is to place responsibility for it with the source named 
in the story. Attribution says only: It is true that the source said this. 

 The reporter who cares about truth is reluctant to settle for this half step but 
often is prevented from moving on by deadline pressures and the diffi culty of 
verifying material. If a reporter tried to check every bit of information, many 
stories would never be written. There are, of course, certain routine verifi cations 
a reporter must make:

    • Names, addresses and telephone numbers are checked in the telephone direc-
tory and the city directory.  

   • Background information is taken from the fi les.  

   • Dubious information is checked against records, with other sources.     

   Check the Farm   Harlyn Riekena was worried, he told  New York Times  
reporter David Cay Johnston. He had heard all this talk about how the federal 
estate tax would hurt farmers like him. His 950 acres planted in soybeans and 
corn in  central Iowa was valuable, worth about $2.5 million. Riekena “fretted that 
estate taxes would take a big chunk of his three grown daughters’ inheritance,” 
Johnston wrote. 

 President George W. Bush had made the point repeatedly: “To keep farms in 
the family, we are going to get rid of the death tax,” the president said.  (Opponents 
of the estate tax had taken to calling it the death tax, a more ominous title.) Bush 
had rounded up enough votes in the House to reduce the tax and then abolish it. 
But how true was the administration’s dire prediction of the death of the family 
farm unless the tax was repealed? 

 Johnston went to farm country to check, and he did fi nd fear of loss. But was 
the fear justifi ed? Johnston asked Neil Harl, an Iowa State University economist 
whose tax advice “has made him a household name among Midwest farmers,” 
Johnston wrote. 

 Harl told Johnston: “It’s a myth.” Harl said “he had searched far and wide but 
had never found a case in which a farm was lost because of estate taxes,” John-
ston wrote. 

 Johnston checked with the American Farm Bureau Federation, a supporter of 
the repeal. But, Johnston wrote, “It could not cite a single example of a farm lost 
because of estate taxes.” 

 Johnston’s guiding journalism philosophy is to “examine not what politicians 
say, but what they have done.” This kind of reporting, he says, is “what readers 
want. . . . they want facts that are rounded and even-handed so they can apply 
their own lens of perception and draw their own conclusions.”  

     Verify, Don’t Assert  
 “The discipline of 

verification is what separates 
journalism from entertain-
ment, propaganda, fiction, 
or art. . . . Journalism alone is 
focused first on getting what 
happened down right. . . . 
(the) discipline of verification 
is the best antidote to the 
old journalism of verification 
being overrun by a new jour-
nalism of assertion. . . .”  

— Bill Kovach and Tom 
Rosenstiel,  The Elements of 

Journalism    

     Historic Bet: 
Pastrami vs. Crab  

 When the Giants and 
the 49ers met in a National 
Football League playoff, 
Mayor Edward Koch of 
New York wagered a New 
York deli feast—pastrami, 
corned beef, dill pickles 
with cornrye bread—against 
Mayor Dianne Feinstein’s 
cracked crab and California 
wine. The Giants and Koch 
lost.  The New York Times  
reported the food was 
shipped by the Second Ave-
nue Deli.  The  Washington 
Post  said the Carnegie Deli 
supplied the sandwiches.  

Big deal. Who cares 
what delicatessen shipped 
the corned beef and 
pastrami? Whoa, hold the 
mayo. The delis care. And 
we care, as journalists. 
It’s trifles such as this that 
make the reader shake his 
or her head  knowingly—
journalists just can’t get the 
simplest things right.  

 Note:  Koch says he used 
the Second Avenue Deli.    
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  Nonverifi able Information 
 The reporter can verify this statement: “The mayor submitted a $150 million 

budget to the city council today.” All the reporter needs to do is examine the 
minutes of the meeting or the budget. But he or she cannot verify the truth of this 
statement: “The budget is too large (or too small).” A city councilman might have 
indeed stated that he would oppose the budget because it was too large, whereas 
the head of the Municipal League might have declared her organization’s distress 
at the “paltry budget that endangers health and welfare projects.” We can deter-
mine that the statements were made, but we cannot determine the truth of opinions 
and judgments. All we can do is to quote the source accurately, seek countering 
opinions and let the reader or viewer decide.  

  The Techniques of Verifi cation 
 Verifi cation is not the use of another opinion to counter the view of a source. 

Journalists should offer several views on controversial matters, and they should 
seek out the targets of charges. But that is balance, not verifi cation, which is a 
check on the truthfulness of an assertion. 

 Sen. John Thune, R-S.D., introduced a bill that would require states to recog-
nize gun carrying permits issued by other states. During the debate, Thune said 
that if people from South Dakota were visiting New York carrying their con-
cealed weapons, “Central Park would be a much safer place. 

 Gail Collins of  The New York Times  quoted Thune and added: 

  There were no murders and three assaults in Central Park in 2008 compared 
with fi ve murders and 341 assaults in Sioux Falls alone.  

 Not all charges and accusation can be verifi ed, of course, and when this hap-
pens and the source has not offered proof, the newswriter says so. 

 During wartime, journalists depend on offi cial sources because so much 
 happens out of their sight and hearing. Sometimes, however, a reporter will try to 
verify material released by an offi cial source. The result can be illuminating. 

  In Vietnam   When the United States announced its planes had accidentally 
bombed the Cambodian village of Neak Luong, the U.S. Embassy told correspon-
dents that the damage was minimal. Sydney H. Schanberg, a  New York Times  cor-
respondent, decided to see for himself and sought air transportation to the village. 
The Embassy intervened to keep him from fl ying there, but Schanberg managed 
to fi nd a boat. 

 Schanberg stayed in Neak Luong long enough to interview villagers and to see 
for himself whether the damage was minimal. It wasn’t. 

 To see more about Schanberg’s coverage, see  In Neak Luong  in  NRW Plus.      

  In Iraq   Early in the Iraq war, the military—sensitive to charges it had kept 
reporters from the front lines in previous engagements—allowed reporters to 
travel with the troops. Reporters were “embedded” with units and were able to fi le 
fi rsthand, graphic accounts of the action. But some reporters complained that their 

     Why Everyone Should 
Read the News  

 A major art gallery 
in London presented an 
exhibit by Damien Hirst, the 
artist who gained major 
media attention with his 
dead shark floating in 
embalming fluid.  

Hirst’s unusual works 
caught the attention of 
collectors and have sold for 
hundreds of thousands of 
dollars, many of the works 
becoming the subject of 
news stories.  

The work that was 
exhibited in the London gal-
lery consisted of empty beer 
bottles, crumpled candy 
wrappers, stained coffee 
cups and other discarded 
material. The gallery put a 
six-figure price tag on the 
assemblage.  

Sometime during the 
evening, a cleaning man 
gathered up the works, put 
them in his trash basket 
and tossed them out.    
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activities were still limited to the troops to which they were assigned and that they 
were not free to see and hear as they pleased and had to rely on service briefi ngs.     

  Complete  

 Here is a brief story that ran in the business section of a major newspaper: 

  The United States’ highest-paid chief 
executive offi cer resigned his post as 
Computer Associates International Inc., 
the world’s largest independent software 
company, reshuffl ed its senior ranks and 
announced plans to spin off key divisions 
in an attempt to bolster its lackluster stock. 

 Company founder Charles Wang handed 
the CEO’s reins to chief operating offi cer 
Sanjay Kumar, but will stay on as chair-
man and play an active role in the company 
with the responsibility of developing news 
initiatives.  

 Complete? Does the story leave unanswered any questions the reader might 
have? If you noticed that the story does not follow up the generality “highest-paid 
chief executive offi cer” with the amount Wang is paid, go to the head of the class. 

 There isn’t a reader of this piece who isn’t wondering how high in the strato-
sphere of executive salaries Wang’s ascends. 

 Here’s the second sentence in a long story about the Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra’s visit to China that ran in  The New York Times:  

  Among the top orchestras in the United 
States, it has the most musicians born in 
China, according to Li-Kuo Chang, the 
orchestra’s assistant principal violist and a 
Shanghai native.  

 What do we expect to be told in this story? Yes, the number of China-born 
musicians in the orchestra. No, the reporter never told us.      Missing Prices   The radio reporter began her 60-second piece about summer 
rentals in an exclusive area this way: 

  Once, renters fought for space at the Hamptons. Now, 
there are dozens of listings and few takers. The prices have 
gone way down. Still, there are long lists of available rentals.  

 After this beginning, what do you expect to hear? You want to know just how 
high those rentals were and how low they descended. But our reporter forgot to 
follow her generality with a specifi c. Her piece was not complete because she 
never gave us a single specifi c price.  

  Try These   How would you follow these lines taken from some stories? 

    1. The temperature reached an all-time high yesterday at noon.  

   2. While in college, she set records in 100- and 200-meter races.  
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   3. He said that today’s rap stars will join yesterday’s “in the dustbin of forgotten 
groups.”   

 You would expect:

    1. The temperature hit 102 degrees, breaking the record of 98 degrees set on 
April 10, 1999.  

   2. Her times of 11.2 in the 100-meter dash and 22.03 in the 200-meter race  remain 
standing at the college to this day.  

   3. “Who remembers ‘Four Hot Dogs’ today? Or ‘The Malignants’?”     

  Guidelines 

    1. Complete stories are written by reporters who anticipate and answer the ques-
tions their readers, viewers and listeners will ask.  

   2. Every generality in your story should be followed by a specifi c: Highest: How 
high. Most: How many. Way down: How low.   

 The complete story is also fair and balanced.     

  Fairness  

 When Walter Anderson, the editor in chief of  Parade,  was a young reporter he 
interviewed a woman whom he described as the “unmarried mother of fi ve.” After 
the story appeared, the woman’s son called to ask Anderson, “Why did you write 
that? Why is that anyone’s business?” 

 On refl ection two decades later, Anderson said, “The article I wrote was accu-
rate, but I don’t think it was fair. I had gotten the facts right, but I was not right.”  

   Bias 
 The media are caught in the crosshairs of those aiming charges of bias. Con-

servatives fi nd a liberal bias, and liberals fi nd a conservative bias. “Our paper is 
under constant criticism by people alleging various forms of bias,” says Eric Black 
of the  Star Tribune  in Minneapolis. “And there is a daily effort to perform in ways 
that will make it harder to criticize. Some are reasonable, but there is a line you 
can cross after which you’re avoiding your duties to truth-telling.”  

  The Essentials 
 The  Washington Post  “Deskbook of Style” makes these points:

    • No story is fair if it omits facts of major importance or signifi cance. So fair-
ness includes completeness.  

   • No story is fair if it includes essentially irrelevant information at the expense 
of signifi cant facts. So fairness includes relevance.  

   • No story is fair if it consciously or unconsciously misleads or deceives the 
reader. So fairness includes honesty—leveling with the reader.  

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   43men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   43 12/16/09   7:39:09 PM12/16/09   7:39:09 PM



44 Part Two The Basics

   • No story is fair if reporters hide their biases or emotions behind such sub-
tly pejorative words as “refused,” “despite,” “admit.” So fairness requires 
straightforwardness ahead of fl ashiness.  

   • No story is fair if innocent people are hurt.       

  Balance  

 During political campaigns, editors try to balance—in some cases down to the 
second of air time or the inch of copy—candidate A and candidate B. 

 Balance is important. But balance does not require journalists to station them-
selves precisely at the midpoint of an issue. If candidate A makes an important 
speech today, the speech may be worth page 1 play. If, on the same day, opponent 
B repeats what he said yesterday or utters nonsense, the newspaper or station is 
under no obligation to balance something with nothing. A journalism of absolute 
balance can add up to zero. Balance is a moral commitment and cannot be mea-
sured by the stopwatch or the ruler. 

 The same common sense is applied to matters that require fair play. Should 
candidate A make a serious accusation against opponent B, the reporter seeks out 
B for a reply. The targets of charges and accusations are always given their say, 
and the reply is placed as closely to the allegation as possible. 

 Here is the AP’s policy on balance: 

  We make every reasonable effort to get comment from someone who has a 
stake in a story we’re reporting—especially if the person is the target of an attack 
or allegations. . . . If someone declines comment, we say so. If we can’t get com-
ment from someone whose side of a story should be told, we spell out in our copy 
the steps we took to try to get that comment. . . . Whenever possible we also check 
our fi les to see what, if anything, the person has said in the past relating to the 
allegations. Including past comment may provide needed balance and context.    

  Objectivity  

 Lack of balance and the absence of fairness are often inadvertent. Because 
writing is as much an act of the unconscious as it is the conscious use of controlled 
and disciplined intelligence, the feelings of reporters can crop up now and then. 

 In describing an offi cial the reporter dislikes, a reporter might write, “C. Harrison 
Gold, an ambitious young politician, said today. . . .” 

 Or, writing about an offi cial the reporter admires, that reporter might write, 
“Gerald Silver, the dynamic young state controller, said today. . . .” 

 It is acceptable for a young man or woman to be “ambitious,” but when the 
word is used to describe a politician, it has a negative connotation. On the other 
hand, the “dynamic” politician conjures up an image of a young man or woman 
hard at work serving the public. Maybe the reporter is accurate in these percep-
tions. Maybe not. The reporter’s job is to let the reader draw conclusions by 
describing what the politician says and does. 

  Self-Discipline? 
  Whatever the reporter 

feels about a candidate for 
offi ce, the account of his cam-
paign is written objectively. 
The reporter quotes the 
candidate on his positions, 
on issues, asks him questions 
and describes his appear-
ances at street rallies. The 
reporter allows the reader to 
make judgments.   

 Edward Reed 

     CNN Anchor 
On Balance

   “So when you have 
Candidate A saying the 
sky is blue and Candidate 
B saying it’s a cloudy day, 
I should be able to tell 
my viewers, ‘Candidate A 
is wrong. Candidate B is 
right.’ And not have to say, 
‘Well, you decide.’  

“That would be like I’m 
an idiot. And I’d be treating 
the audience like idiots.”  

— Campbell Brown     
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 In other words, the reporter straddles the middle line. We say the careful 
reporter is objective. If the reporter feels that Gold is overly ambitious to the point 
of sacrifi cing principles, then it is the reporter’s job to prove it through meticulous 
reporting. The reporter must verify his or her suspicions, feelings or hunches. 

 Unfair and unbalanced journalism might be described as a failure in objectiv-
ity. When journalists talk about objectivity, they mean that the news story is free 
of the reporter’s opinion or feelings, that it contains facts and that the account is 
written by an impartial and independent observer. Stories are objective when they 
can be checked against some kind of record—the text of a speech, the minutes of 
a meeting, a police report, a purchase voucher, a payroll, or vital statistics. 

 If readers want to weep or laugh, write angry letters to their senators or send 
money to the Red Cross for tornado victims, that is their business. The reporter 
is content to lay out the facts. Objective journalism is the reporting of the visible 
and the verifi able.  

   Objectivity’s Limitations 
 In the 1950s, social and political problems that had been proliferating since 

the end of World War II began to cause cleavages in society, and reporters found 
their methodology of objective reporting inadequate in fi nding causes and fi xing 
responsibility. 

 Journalists were concerned about the attention they had given Joseph McCar-
thy, the Wisconsin senator whose charges of Communist conspiracies had been 
given front-page play over the country. Their tortured self-analysis led them to 
assume collective responsibility for the senator’s rise to power. They realized it 
was not enough to report what McCarthy had said—which was objective report-
ing. McCarthy had indeed made the charges, but many of the charges were later 
found to be false. 

  Frustrated Journalists   Elmer Davis, a radio journalist, pointed to the limita-
tions of objective journalism during the McCarthy period. He described the frus-
trations of reporters who knew offi cials were lying but were unable to say so in 
their stories. 

 Davis said that the principle of objectivity holds that a newspaper or station will 
run “everything that is said on both sides of a controversial issue and let the reader 
make up his mind. A noble theory; but suppose that the men who talk on one side (or 
on both) are known to be lying to serve their own personal interest, or suppose they 
don’t know what they are talking about. To call attention to these facts, except on the 
editorial page, would not, according to most newspaper practice, be objective.” 

 Davis wondered whether readers have enough background on many subjects 
and he asked, “Can they distinguish fact from fi ction, ignorance from knowledge, 
interest from impartiality?” 

 The newspaper is unworthy of the reader’s trust, Davis continued in his 
book  But We Were Born Free,  “if it tells him only what somebody says is the 
truth, which is known to be false.” The reporter has no choice, he wrote, but 
to put into “the one-dimensional story the other dimensions that will make it 

     Objectivity Promotes 
Passive Journalism

   “When the official view 
is portrayed as an objective 
view, it gives voice mainly 
to the powerful. . . . In 
domestic reporting, the poor 
and minorities often become 
invisible, unless they break 
the law. And then their 
depiction contributes to a 
divisive stereotype. Objectiv-
ity has encouraged passivity 
and invited official manipu-
lation. Reporters who pursue 
the public’s tough questions 
as opposed to merely cover-
ing what government and 
corporate leaders say or do 
are sometimes accused of 
‘having their own agenda,’ 
‘making news’ rather than 
‘covering’ it. Objectivity, at 
least as some construe it, 
can result in journalists fall-
ing back on a ‘he said, she 
said’ approach to reporting. 
Likewise, it can push them 
towards a false balance—
equal time or space—when 
two or more sides do not 
have equal evidence for their 
positions.”  

— John H. McManus, 
“Objectivity: It’s Time to Say 
Goodbye,”  Nieman Reports    
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approximate the truth.” The reporter’s obligation is to the person who goes to the 
news “expecting it to give him so far as humanly possible not only the truth and 
nothing but the truth, but the whole truth.” Then, in a paragraph that infl uenced 
many journalists, Davis wrote: 

  The good newspaper, the good news broadcaster, must walk a tightrope 
between two great gulfs—on one side the false objectivity that takes everything at 
face value and lets the public be imposed on by the charlatan with the most brazen 
front; on the other, the “interpretive” reporting which fails to draw the line between 
objective and subjective, between a reasonably well-established fact and what the 
reporter or editor wishes were the fact. To say that is easy; to do it is hard. No won-
der that too many fall back on the incontrovertible objective fact that the Honorable 
John P. Hoozis said, colon quote—and never mind whether he was lying or not.    

  Adjustments 
 Another broadcast journalist, Edward R. Murrow, who had moved from radio 

to television, pioneered in-depth reporting. He sought to make television journal-
ism more than a bulletin board with news for the middle class. In his work in the 
1950s, Murrow demonstrated a passion to get at underlying truths along with 
curiosity and journalistic discipline. 

 Davis, Murrow and a few other journalists gave a broader scope to objec-
tive reporting. Journalists—with their unique nonpartisan perspective and their 
commitment to democratic values, accurate observation and truth—began to 
see how they could provide insights for the public and for policy makers. To 
do so more effectively, they knew they had to change some of their traditional 
practices. Underlying their conviction that changes in the practice of journal-
ism were needed was their assumption that journalists are publicly useful men 
and women. 

  Providing Context   Some of these journalists found support and justifi cation 
for their attempt to widen journalism’s scope in their discovery of a report that 
had been issued in 1947 by a group of academicians,  A Free and Responsible 
Press. A General Report on Mass Communications: Newspapers, Radio, Motion 
Pictures, Magazines, and Books.  The report told journalists that they are most 
useful when they give “a truthful, comprehensive, and intelligent account of the 
day’s events in a context which gives them meaning. . . . It is no longer enough to 
report  fact  truthfully. It is now necessary to report the  truth about the fact. ” 

 Journalists began to fi nd ways to go beyond just reporting assertions and 
claims. They sought to give an added dimension to their stenographic function by 
checking statements and by looking for causes and consequences of actions. They 
found that this kind of journalism takes the public closer to the truth. 

 Such reporting is now commonplace. It is expected of all reporters that they 
will report the  truth about the fact.  In Elizabeth Rosenthal’s report from China 
about Chinese offi cials wooing the International Olympic Committee for the 2008 
games, she quotes a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman, “Most Chinese believe 
that the human rights situation in China is the best ever.” 
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 That satisfi ed the stenographic function. Then she placed the statement in con-
text, “But that was not true for all Chinese this week,” she wrote. She described 
the detention of members of a human-rights group and the imprisonment of a 
woman for signing a petition urging the Olympic Committee to call on China 
to release jailed human-rights advocates. Rosenthal also reported the stepped-up 
surveillance of demonstrators at Tiananmen Square where human-rights advo-
cates try to speak out.   

  Personal Involvement 
 How close can a reporter move to the event before he or she loses objectivity 

and risks becoming part of the story? The easy answer is that the reporter must 
maintain a distance, keep an objective detachment. Sometimes? Always? 

 When Ron Martz, a reporter for the  Atlanta Journal-Constitution,  was embed-
ded with the Army in Iraq, he had to decide whether to help out in a medical 
emergency. An Iraqi civilian had been wounded and medics who were treating 
him needed help. Martz dropped his reporter’s notebook and held an intravenous 
drip bag as the medics worked. 

 Was that right? Martz wondered when he fi led his war diary entry on National 
Public Radio. Ethicists, Martz said, consider this kind of situation cloudy terri-
tory. Martz’s decision, he reported on NPR, was that he is a human being fi rst, a 
reporter second.    

  Brevity  

 In our generalization about the reporter’s job at the outset of this chapter, we 
pointed out that the news story is succinct. Here is a two-paragraph story that says 
a great deal although it contains only four sentences: 

  JOHANNESBURG, South Africa, 
Nov. 8—The bodies of 60 victims of an 
accidental dynamite explosion a mile and 
a half down a gold mine 100 miles south-
west of Johannesburg were brought to the 
surface today. 

 Of the dead, 58 were Basuto tribesmen 
from Lesotho, chosen for the dangerous job 
of shaft-sinking, or blasting a way down to 
the gold-bearing reef. The two others were 
white supervisors. The black Africans will 
be buried in a communal grave tomorrow. 

 — The New York Times   

 Creative work is based on the art of omission. When Beethoven was struggling 
with the music to his opera “Fidelio,” he realized that the leisurely pace of the 
music did not meet the demands of the theater, and for years he pared down his 
work. David Hamilton, the music critic, describes Beethoven’s effort as a “ruth-
less piece of self criticism. . . . Beethoven expunged balancing phrases, trimmed 
decorative expansions, excised anything that did not move forward, eventually 
achieving the terse urgency that now marks the opera’s crucial scenes.” 

 In eliminating large sections of his music, Beethoven rejected three overtures 
he had written. One, “Leonore No. 3,” became one of the most popular pieces in 

     The Ultimate Art  
 “. . . there is but one 

art: to omit! O if I knew 
how to omit, I would ask 
no other knowledge. A 
man who knew how to 
omit would make an  Iliad  
of a daily newspaper.”  

— Robert Louis Stevenson     

     Too Brief  
 Headline writers are 

the brevity experts. But 
sometimes their tightening 
misdirects meaning:    

     Kids Make Nutritious 
Snacks       

  Squad Helps Dog Bite 
Victim  

  Eye Drops off Shelf  

  Stud Tires Out  
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the orchestral repertory. Despite its obvious beauty and power, Beethoven found 
it unsuited to his opera. 

 Joseph G. Herzberg, an editor on several New York City newspapers, said, 
“Newspapering is knowing what to leave out and condensing the rest.” But sto-
ries can be so condensed they are misleading, as is this obituary from  The Hart-
ford Courant:  

  Robert “Bob” E. Welch, 56, of Enfi eld, passed away, Satur-
day (January 29, 2005) at the West Haven Veterans Hospi-
tal after a long battle with his family at his bedside.    

  Selectivity  

 The way out of the dilemma of being brief but not writing telegrams is through 
Herzberg’s advice, which can be summed up in one word—selectivity. Brevity is 
the result of selectivity—knowing what to leave out. 

 Edna Buchanan, the police reporter for  The Miami Herald,  began her account 
of a record-breaking week of violence in Dade County this way: 

  Dade’s murder rate hit new heights this week as a wave 
of violence left 14 people dead and fi ve critically hurt within 
fi ve days.  

 A couple of paragraphs compared these fi gures with murder fi gures of previ-
ous years, and then Buchanan summarized most of the deaths:   

  In the latest wave of violence, a teen-
ager’s throat was cut and her body dumped 
into a canal. A former airline stewardess 
was garroted and left with a pair of scissors 
stuck between her shoulder blades. Four 
innocent bystanders were shot in a barroom 
gun battle. An 80-year-old man surprised 

a burglar who battered him fatally with a 
hammer. An angry young woman who “felt 
used” beat her date to death with the dumb-
bells he used to keep fi t. And an apparent 
robbery victim was shot dead as he ran 
away from the robbers.  

  Clarity  

 The executives of 40 daily newspapers in Iowa and journalism instructors at the 
state’s three journalism schools were asked to rank characteristics considered most 
important for beginning reporters. Both groups put the ability to write clearly and 
interestingly fi rst. The novelist Henri Stendhal wrote to fellow author Honoré de 
Balzac: “I see but one rule: to be clear. If I am not clear, all my world crumbles 
to nothing.” Or, as Harold Ross would frequently ask his  New Yorker  writers after 
reading their copy, “What the hell do you mean?”  

    Guideline   To avoid enchantment with the sound or look of your writing, be 
brutal. No one has been maimed by copious use of the delete key. Cut out all 

     Still True  
 From the 1931 movie, 

 Dance, Fools, Dance:  City 
Editor to reporter Bonnie 
Jordan, played by Joan 
Bennett, “Is this all of it?” 
Jordan answers, “Yes, but 
I could write some more.” 
City Editor, “There’s your 
story in the first three para-
graphs. You can have the 
rest of it.”    

     Duty  
 “The news of the day 

as it reaches the newspaper 
office is an incredible med-
ley of fact, propaganda, 
rumor, suspicion, clues, 
hopes and fears, and the 
task of selecting and order-
ing that news is one of the 
truly sacred and priestly 
offices in a democracy.”  

— Walter Lippmann     

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   48men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   48 12/16/09   7:39:11 PM12/16/09   7:39:11 PM



Chapter 2 Components of the Story 49

material that does not buttress your main point, usually expressed in the lead. 
Delete adjectives and adverbs, irrelevant quotations. The guide: Make it brief but 
clear and complete. 

 Clear prose follows comprehension. That is, the reporter must be able to under-
stand the event before he or she can explain it clearly and succinctly. You cannot 
clarify what you do not understand. 

 Clarity is enhanced by simplicity of expression, which generally means short 
sentences, everyday language, coherence and logical story structure. We shall 
look at these in detail in Chapter 7.     

  Human Interest  

 To make certain the story interests people, the journalist recounts events in 
ways that substitute for the drama of the personal encounter. One of the ways the 
journalist does this is to tell the story in human terms. 

 A change in city zoning regulations is dramatized by pointing out that now 
low-income families can move into an area that had been effectively sealed off to 
them by the previous two-acre zoning rule. A factory shutdown is personalized 
by talking to workers who must line up at the unemployment offi ce instead of at 
a workbench.  

    Polluting   In a story about chemicals polluting the Hudson River and ruining 
the fi shing industry, Barry Newman of  The Wall Street Journal  begins:  

  Grassy Point, N.Y.—In the gray-
shingled shack at water’s edge, four fi shermen 
sit playing cards around an old kitchen table, 
ignoring the ebb tide laden with the spring run 
of shad. The wall is hung with foul-weather 
gear; rubber boots are piled in the corner. On 
the refrigerator door somebody has taped up 
a newspaper clipping about the awful chemi-
cals in the fi sh of the Hudson River. 

 “I do my fi shing from the window here,” 
an old man says, looking off to the quiet 
hills on the east bank, three miles across the 
river from this small valley town. 

 “No nets for me this year,” another man 
says. “No pay,” says the third. And the 
fourth: “A lot of trouble, this.”  

  Localizing   In Washington, the talk was of budget cutting. Members of Con-
gress used the podium as a pulpit to expound on the morality of frugality. 

 Back home in Minneapolis, the  Star Tribune  decided to see just what role fed-
eral spending played in Anoka County. “This was an attempt to bring down to a 
personal level the debate in Washington over extremely intricate fi nancial and 
policy issues,” said Mike Kaszuba, suburban affairs reporter. He teamed with the 
newspaper’s Washington bureau chief Sharon Schmickle to do the reporting and 
writing. 

 The reporters found that billions of dollars had fl owed into the county since 
the New Deal built the Anoka high school stadium. Federal money “built the 
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bridge that carries traffi c over the Rum River into downtown. Now it pays Mary 
Wellman, hired last year as Anoka’s only female police offi cer.” 

 The series gave faces and names to those helped by federal funds—children 
eating school lunches, students attending the local technical college, the injured 
using the Anoka ambulance, people who need help with their heating bills, sala-
ries for teachers who help special education students.     

  Responsibility  

 Ted Williams was one of baseball’s greatest players. The Boston Red Sox out-
fi elder won six batting titles over a span of 17 years and was one of the few to win 
the Triple Crown twice, leading the league in 1942 and in 1947 in batting, runs 
batted in and home runs. To many baseball fans, he was heroic. To some sports-
writers, he was, as Roger Kahn put it, “a pill.” 

 It was possible for readers to know the real Williams because, Kahn says, 
when nine writers covered Red Sox games “it was impossible to conceal” the 
truth about Williams. “If one writer courted The Thumper by refusing to report 
a tantrum as news, another inevitably seized the tantrum as news. Regardless 
of each reporter’s skill, an essential, imperfect system of checks and balances 
worked. If you cared enough about Williams, and I did, you could fi nd a portrait 
that was honest by consensus.” 

 But most of the Boston newspapers that covered Williams are gone, as are 
others in many cities. There are fewer than a dozen cities with competing daily 
newspapers. This means that the responsibility for truth-telling falls on fewer 
shoulders. It falls, in most U.S. cities, in fact, on a single reporter, for most local 
news beats are covered by only one journalist. 

    Lifeless    Lively  
 R.L. Chambers 

     “Irresponsible 
Journalists”  

 “I wish I could remem-
ber how many times when 
I was Ambassador to 
Yugoslavia I was officially 
requested to persuade, 
convince, or direct  The 
New York Times  and  The 
Washington Post  to behave 
‘responsibly.’ I doubt 
whether there is, in truth, 
any objective standard of 
responsible journalism. We 
tend to think papers are 
responsible when we agree 
with them and irresponsible 
when we object to their 
content.”  

— Laurence Silberman, 
Judge of the District of 

Columbia Circuit of the U.S. 
Court of Appeals     

Rev.Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   50men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   50 1/15/10   9:38:56 AM1/15/10   9:38:56 AM



Chapter 2 Components of the Story 51

 Responsibility is not a visible part of a news story. It is an attitude that the 
reporter carries to the job. It encompasses all the components we have discussed 
in this chapter. 

 Responsibility is the reporter’s commitment to the story, to journalism and 
to the public. Responsibility demands of the reporter that the story be accurate, 
complete, fair, balanced and clear.    

   Summing Up 

 Journalism begins with the ABC’s—accuracy, brevity and clarity:

    A ccuracy of fact and language.  

   B revity in making the point succinctly.  

   C larity so there is no doubt about what happened.    

 These are moral requirements as well as necessities for the practice of jour-
nalism. Journalists take on the responsibility of informing people about the world 
around them so that people can act on what they read, see and hear. But these ac-
tions depend on clear, understandable and accurate information. Without reliable 
information, action may be misdirected or, equally unfortunate, never taken.  

  Further Reading 

 Bensman, Joseph, and Robert Lilienfi eld.  Craft and Consciousness.  New 
York: Wiley, 1973. 

 Commission on Freedom of the Press.  A Free and Responsible Press.  
 Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947. 

 Edwards, Julia.  Women of the World: The Great Foreign Correspondents.  
Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 1988. 

  Remnick, David, ed.  Just Enough Liebling: Classic Work by the Legendary 
New Yorker Writer.  New York: North Point, 2004.  

Liebling was a master reporter and a classy writer who covered the 
 terrain—from prizefi ghting and gourmet dining to politics, with many stops 
between. He was a World War II correspondent who was in the middle of the 
action. He describes being strafed by a German plane at an Allied airfi eld:  

As soon as there was a lull in the noises overhead, I got up and ran 
toward the edge of the runway to get away from the transports, but more 
noises came before I made it, so I fl opped again. After they had passed, I 
got up and ran off the runway. I saw a soldier in a fi ne, large hole nearly 
six feet deep. He shouted, “Come right in, sir!” You can have Oscar of the 
Waldorf any time; I will always remember that soldier as my favorite host.  

Liebling said of his journalism: “I can write better than anybody who can 
write faster, and I can write faster than anybody who can write better.”    

   Misspelled Name   

Rev.Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   51men11994_ch02_029-051.indd   51 1/15/10   9:38:57 AM1/15/10   9:38:57 AM



 Part 3:   Writing the Story      

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch03_052-075.indd   52men11994_ch03_052-075.indd   52 12/17/09   4:27:07 PM12/17/09   4:27:07 PM



   Some Answers Past and Present  

 We know that some subjects draw people to the media. The weather is one of 
these. Parents want to know how to dress their children for school and themselves 
for work and for the trip to the shopping mall. The result: Radio gives us the fore-
cast every 10 minutes and newspapers devote considerable space to the weather 
report. 

 We know something about the people who look at TV, listen to the radio, 
read newspapers and magazines and use the Internet for the news. Women over 
the age of 50, for example, are avid followers of news about health. The result: 
daytime TV, day and nighttime radio and cable feature news about illness and 
remedies. Men under 40 make up, almost exclusively, the sports followers. 
The morning newspaper has a large sports section, and morning radio and TV 
are heavy on sports before men leave for work and in the evening when they 
are at home. 

 We know something about the news habits of those 18 to 34. More than half 
of them use the Internet to read the news online. We know they want their news 
presented in tightly written sections. 

   Preview 
 We look closely at the news values that guide journal-

ists in determining the newsworthiness of events. The 
news values are: 

 •  Timeliness.  Today’s events are more newsworthy than 
yesterday’s. 

  •  Impact.  The more people affected, the bigger the story. 
  •  Prominence.  The better known, the bigger the story. 
  •  Proximity.  The closer the event, the bigger the story. 
  •  Confl ict.  Battle or debate, struggles make news. 
  •  Unusual.  The unexpected and the different  �  news. 
  •  Currency.  Suddenly, the silent is given voice. 
  •  Necessity.  A situation the journalist feels compelled to 

reveal.   
 Pennsylvania state troopers surround a 

disarmed man who surrenders. 

   Robert Esquivel,  Herald-Standard  

  Journalism isn’t 
 stenography. Dig.  

  What Is News?   3 
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54 Part Three Writing the Story

    Wars, Dragons and Business 
 The fi rst printed newsbook, published in 1513 and titled  The trewe encounter,  

described the Battle of Flodden Field in which James IV of Scotland was killed dur-
ing his invasion of England. The Anglo-Scottish wars that followed provided print-
ers with material for more newsbooks. The elements of our modern-day journalism 
were featured in these accounts—names of offi cers in the wars and their deeds. 
Adventure, travel and crime were reported, along with accounts of disasters.

          As one printer-pamphleteer put it, people are interested in “and most earnestly 
moved with strange novelties and marvelous things.” These early-day journalists 
favored stories of monsters and dragons, not unlike our own day’s tales of the 
Abominable Snowman and the Loch Ness monster. 

 During the 17th century, news sheets spread to the business centers of Europe, 
reporting news of commerce. In this country, as historian Bernard Weisberger has 
pointed out, the newspaper “served as a handmaiden of commerce by emphasiz-
ing news of trade and business.”  

  Day and Bennett 
 The newspaper editors of the 19th century understood that to stay in business 

they had to appeal to a large audience, and this realization led to defi nitions of 
news that hold to this day. The papers in the large cities were printing news for the 
newly literate working class. One of the fi rst penny papers—inexpensive enough 
for working people—contained the ingredients of popular journalism. In 1833, 
the fi rst issue of Benjamin H. Day’s  New York Sun  included a summary of police 
court cases and stories about fi res, burglaries and a suicide. Other stories con-
tained humor and human interest. 

 Several years later, James Gordon Bennett—described by historians as the 
originator of the art, science and industry of news gathering—used the recently 
developed telegraph to give the readers of his  Herald  commercial and political 
news to go along with his reports of the everyday life of New York City, its sins 
and scandals. His formula of news for “the merchant and man of learning, as well 
as the mechanic and man of labor” guides many editors today.  

  Pulitzer 
 Day and Bennett followed the tastes and appetites of their readers, but they also 

directed and taught their readers by publishing stories they deemed important. 
 This blend of entertainment, information and public service was stressed by 

Joseph Pulitzer, who owned newspapers in St. Louis and New York. He, too, 
gave his readers what he thought they wanted—sensational news and features. 
But Pulitzer also used his news staff for his campaigns to curb business monopo-
lies and to seek heavy taxes on income and inheritance. In 1883, Pulitzer charged 
the staff of his New York  World  with this command: 

  Always fi ght for progress and reform, never tolerate injustice or corrup-
tion, always fi ght demagogues of all parties, never belong to any party, always 

   Joseph Pulitzer   
   The Library of Congress 

  Definition  
“Journalism is in fact 

history on the run. It is 
history written in time to 
be acted upon; thereby 
not only recording events 
but at times influencing 
them.  Journalism is also the 
recording of history while 
the facts are not all in.”  

 —Thomas Griffith,  Time
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oppose privileged classes and public plunderers, never lack sympathy with the 
poor, always remain devoted to the public welfare, never be satisfi ed with merely 
printing news, always be drastically independent, never be afraid to attack wrong, 
whether by predatory plutocracy or predatory poverty.   

  Hearst 
 Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst were locked in a circulation war for 

New York readers when Cuba rebelled against its Spanish rulers. Spain was se-
vere in repressing the insurrection and the New York newspapers seized on the 
story of helpless Cubans trying to free themselves from ruthless oppressors. 

 Hearst’s  Journal  was particularly imaginative. After the United States declared 
war in 1898 and the troops were slow in making it to Cuba, Hearst urged them on 
with inventive news stories. 

 “Over the next week,” writes Arthur Lubow in  The Reporter Who Would Be 
King,  “the  Journal  reported an exciting sequence of landings, bombardments and 
fl eet battles, all admirably detailed, all entirely fi ctitious. The  Journal  was sell-
ing so well thanks to its apocryphal scoops that its rivals began to play the same 
game, often rewriting the accounts of the creative  Journal  writers.”  

  Today’s Editors 
 Modern mass media editors overseeing newsrooms humming with the latest 

electronic wonders apply many 19th-century concepts of news. They would de-
fi ne their news menu as did Pulitzer—a mixture of information, entertainment 
and public service. They would also agree with the defi nition of news offered by 
Charles A. Dana, who ran the  New York Sun  from 1869 to 1897. Dana said news is 
“anything that interests a large part of the community and has never been brought 
to its attention before.”    

            One of Dana’s editors, John B. Bogart, contributed the classic defi nition, 
“When a dog bites a man, that is not news, because it happens so often. But if a 
man bites a dog, it’s news.” 

 Another enduring defi nition of news was offered by Stanley Walker, a Texan 
gone East to succeed as city editor of  The New York Herald Tribune  in the early 
1930s. He said news was based on the three W’s, “women, wampum, and wrong-
doing.” By this he meant that news was concerned with sex, money and crime—
the topics people desired to know about. Actually, Walker’s formula is as old as 
the contents of Caesar’s  Acta Diurna  2,000 years ago, which, along with informa-
tion about public affairs, offered news of sports, crime and sensational events. 

  Defi nition Changes   By the mid-1970s, the United States had been through 
three crises: a war in Vietnam that wound down with guilt and defeat for many 
Americans; the Watergate scandals; and the failure of some political, social and 
economic experiments of the 1950s and 1960s that had been hailed as solutions to 
international confl ict, racial tension and poverty. 

 It was not surprising, then, to see a shift in the criteria used to determine 
the news. Av Westin, the executive producer of the American Broadcasting 

     Pioneer  
 In response to criticism 

of the  Journal ’s fabrications, 
Hearst ran a front-page 
editorial about its so-called 
news from Cuba: “The 
 Journal  realized what is 
 frequently forgotten in 
journalism, that if news 
is wanted, it often has 
to be sent for . . . the 
public is even more fond of 
entertainment than it is of 
information.”    

  Three Views of News  
“A news sense is really a 

sense of what is important, 
what is vital, what has color 
and life—what people 
are interested in. That’s 
journalism.”  

 —Burton Rascoe,  Chicago 
Tribune, 1920s

    “Marketing should be 
the king of all editors. They 
should forget what univer-
sity professors stuffed into 
their heads, find out what 
readers really want and give 
it to them.” 

 —Stuart Garner, Thomson 
Newspapers, 1980s

“News is truth that 
matters.”

   —Gerry Goldstein,  
The Providence Journal, 

1990s
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Company’s “Evening News” program, said Americans wanted their news to 
answer the following questions: Is the world safe? Are my home and family safe? 
If they are safe, then what has happened in the last 24 hours to make them better 
off ? Is my pocketbook safe? 

 People wanted not only more pocketbook stories but escape stories as well. 
Editors asked for more entertainment in the form of copy about lifestyles, leisure 
subjects and personalities. 

 In the 1990s, editors devised the “reader-friendly” story. Readers, they argued, 
want to learn how to diet, how to raise their children, where to invest their money. 
The news agenda was being shaped to conform to the interests of middle-class 
readers and viewers who bought the products of media advertisers.  

  News in the 21st Century   The 21st century opened with proof of Walker’s 
wampum and Westin’s pocketbook theories of news. Stories abounded of the 
high-fl ying economy and its new dot-com millionaires. In short order, the news 
focus shifted to an economy in retreat, dot-coms collapsing, jobs lost, corporate 
crime, pensions disappearing, talk of a 1929–39 style depression. Pessimism 
replaced optimism. Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq sent amputees and body bags 
home. People lost confi dence in their leaders. 

 Subjects once given major play no longer held the public’s attention, and top-
ics that had been ignored made it to the top of the news. A study by the Project 
for Excellence in Journalism found a signifi cant decline in crime news. Religion-
related issues became big news: the disclosure that in many dioceses of the Catho-
lic Church pedophiles were protected, and the controversy over gay marriage. The 
political muscle exercised by the religious right became a persistent news subject. 

 Defi nitions of news may change, but two general guidelines remain constant:

    • News is information about a break from the normal fl ow of events, an interrup-
tion in the expected, a deviation from the norm.  

   • News is information people can use to help them make sound decisions about 
their lives.    

 How does a reporter or editor determine what events are so unusual and what 
information is so necessary that the public should be informed of them? Jour-
nalists have established some guides, called news values, for answering these 
questions.     

 A Riverside Road woman reported to police September 
25 at 10:37  a.m.  that a dog was lying on the ground near 
Underhill Road. 

 The woman didn’t know if the dog was dead, and she 
was afraid to approach it. 

 The dog later got up, and moved to a shadier spot, 
police said. 

 — Newton  (Conn.)  Bee   

  This Is News? 
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  News Values  

 In Chapter 1, we watched several reporters covering and writing news stories. 
Now we examine more closely the eight factors that determine the newsworthi-
ness of events, people and ideas: 

    1. Timeliness 
  Events that are immediate, recent.  The daily newspaper, cable TV, the online 

news services and the hourly newscast seek to keep readers and listeners abreast 
of events. Thomas Griffi th, a former editor of  Time,  said that “the essence of 
journalism is timeliness; it must be served hot.” Thus, broadcast news is written 
in the present tense, and most leads on newspaper stories contain the word  today.  
No matter how signifi cant the event, how important the people involved, news 
value diminishes with time. André Gide, the French novelist, defi ned journalism 
as “everything that will be less interesting tomorrow than today.” 

 The media are commercial enterprises that sell space and time on the basis of 
their ability to reach people quickly with a perishable commodity. The market-
place rewards a fast news carrier. Most newspapers created Web sites to meet the 
demand for news NOW. They ask their reporters to fi le running stories online 
and then write for the printed newspaper. Radio, which was being prepared for its 
funeral when television captured a large segment of the listening audience, staged 
a comeback with the all-news station.        

         Timely Information Essential   There is another side to our need to know 
quickly. Timeliness is important in a democracy. People need to know about the 
activities of their offi cials as soon as possible so they can assess the directions in 
which their leaders are moving. Told where they are being led, citizens can react 
before actions become irreversible. In extreme cases, the public can rid itself of 
an ineffi cient or corrupt offi cial. Offi cials also want quick distribution of informa-
tion so that they can have feedback from the public. This interaction is one of the 
reasons the Constitution protects the press. Without the give-and-take of ideas, 
democracy could not work. 

 Timeliness is also the consequence of advertising necessities. Because most 
businesses are based on the quick turnover of goods, advertisements must appear 
soon after goods are shipped to stores. The news that attracts readers to the adver-
tisements must be constantly renewed.  

  Caution   The need to supply Web sites with breaking news can cause problems. 
Initial reports are sometimes unclear, even contradictory. “Reporters working for 
the Web need to disclose to readers the limits of what they know,” says John 
Leach, a veteran editor of online news services. “It’s not diffi cult. We use phrases 
like this, ‘Smith could not immediately be reached for comment,’ and we say that 
we’re pursuing comment from those involved. 

 “We also say, ‘Details of the accident were not immediately available’ when 
we post an initial story about a fatal auto accident. If we don’t know the name 

Alert
“Never, never neglect 

an extraordinary appear-
ance or happening. It may 
be a false alarm and lead 
to nothing. But it may, on 
the other hand, be the clue 
provided by fate to lead 
you to some important 
advance.”  

—Alexander Fleming, 
discoverer of penicillin
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of the victim, we’ll write, ‘Police are withholding the name of the victim until 
they notify the next of kin,’ or we’ll write, ‘The name of the victim has not been 
released by the police.’” 

 Leach says that reporters should understand that “facts change from initial 
reports, often in signifi cant ways. We all know how eyewitnesses will give dif-
ferent and even contradictory reports of what happened. Police have to sort those 
out. We’ve had descriptions that changed in height, weight and even gender.” He 
recalls an initial story quoting a spokesman for the state public safety department 
that a dozen vehicles were involved in an accident in which seven people died. “A 
couple of hours later, the department revised the account to two fatalities. 

 “One of the beauties of the Web is that you can revise the story as soon as 
you get new information, and we have revised a story as often as 50 times in the 
course of a day . . . to add new information, to change fi gures, to add identifi ca-
tions. Reporters have to be comfortable doing that.”   

  2. Impact 
  Events that are likely to affect many people.  Journalists talk about events that 

are signifi cant, important. They talk about giving high priority in their coverage to 
situations that people need to know about to be well informed. The more people 
who are affected by the event, the bigger the story. An increase in the postal rates 
will be given major attention because so many are affected. An increase in a 
town’s property tax will receive considerable play in that town and nowhere else, 
but a change in the federal income tax rate will receive national attention. 

 Journalists may take the initiative in digging up situations that have consid-
erable impact. David Willman, a reporter in the Washington bureau of the  Los 
Angeles Times,  suspected that the federal Food and Drug Administration had lost 
its effectiveness as the guardian of public health. He spent two years examin-
ing the FDA’s work and discovered it had approved seven prescription drugs 
that were believed to have caused the deaths of more than 1,000 people. Despite 
warnings from its own specialists about the drugs—among them a painkiller, a 
diet pill and a heartburn medicine—approval had been granted. 

  Flawed Tests   In Houston, a lawyer who was disturbed by reports of incompe-
tent forensic testing in the local police department laboratory called KHOU. An 
alert sounded in the station’s newsroom. Lab work, the reporters knew, is key 
evidence in criminal trials. The tests can send a woman to prison for 20 years, a 
man to death row. If the lab work is tainted, innocents suffer. 

 Harris County, in which Houston is located, sends more men and women to 
death row than any county in the nation. David Raziq and Anna Werner decided 
to investigate. They sent some of the lab’s DNA tests to forensic experts and 
when the fi ndings came back they confi rmed the reporters’ suspicions. The 
experts reported “egregious errors . . . repeated gross incompetence . . . errors that 
seem to favor the prosecution.” One report said that the work in a rape case was 
“the equivalent of a scientifi c train wreck.” 

  Flooded Out  
  Sudden changes in 

weather affect large num-
bers of people and are given 
major play by journalists.  

 Juan Carlos, 
 Ventura County Star  
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 The result of the reporters’ digging was that a thousand cases were reopened 
and new tests ordered. Among the victims of the fl awed tests was a prison inmate 
convicted of rape when he was 16 years old. He had served four years when he 
was freed.   

  3. Prominence 
  Events involving well-known people or institutions.  When the president trips 

disembarking from an airplane, it is front-page news; when a city council member 
missteps, it is not worth a line of print or a moment of air time. A local banker’s 
embezzlement is more newsworthy than a clerk’s thievery, even when the clerk 
has stolen more. The more prominent the person, the bigger the story. Names 
make news, goes the old adage, even when the event is of little consequence. 

 Two events that probably received the most massive media coverage of the 
1990s were the result of prominence—the pursuit, arrest and trials of O.J. Simp-
son and the sexual affair of President Clinton with a young White House intern. 
Never mind that the economies of several large countries were crumbling, that the 
Middle East and Northern Ireland saw carnage amidst peace efforts, that nuclear 
proliferation arose and that ethnic warfare killed hundreds of thousands and made 
refugees of many more. Names made news, big and bigger news. 

 Prominence applies to organizations as well, and even to some physical 
objects. The repair of a major bridge in Akron is given coverage in that city and 
not elsewhere. But when the Golden Gate Bridge shuts down, that action merits 
national coverage. 

 The American poet and journalist Eugene Field was moved by the journalism 
of personalities to write: 

 Despite Field’s gentle poke, journalists continue to cater to what they perceive 
as the public’s appetite for newsworthy names.  

  4. Proximity 
  Events that are geographically or emotionally close to people.  If 42 people die 

in an airplane crash in the Andes and one of the passengers is a resident of Little 
Rock, the news story in Little Rock will emphasize the death of the local person. 
This is known as  localizing  the news. When two tour buses collided in Wales, 
injuring 75 people,  USA Today  began its account this way: 

  Teen-agers from Lancaster, Pa., Hous-
ton and St. Louis were among 75 people 
hurt when two tour buses returning from 
Ireland collided in Wales.  

   Now the Ahkoond of Swat is a vague sort of man  
  Who lives in a country far over the sea;  
  Pray tell me, good reader, if tell me you can,  
  What’s the Ahkoond of Swat to you folks or me?   

   Now the Ahkoond of Swat is a vague sort of man  
  Who lives in a country far over the sea;  
  Pray tell me, good reader, if tell me you can,  
  What’s the Ahkoond of Swat to you folks or me?   

  Page One Story 
 The standoff and then 

the surrender of a man 
armed with a high-powered 
rifl e was big news in 
Uniontown, Pa., but was 
a one-paragraph item in 
Philadelphia.  
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  Emotional Closeness   People are interested in events and individuals close to 
them. Also, ties may be religious, ethnic, racial. Newspapers and stations with 
large Catholic or Jewish populations give considerable space and time to news 
from the Vatican or the Middle East. After the space shuttle Challenger exploded 
and sent seven crew members to their deaths, the  Amsterdam News,  a weekly in 
New York with a predominantly black readership, headlined on page 1 the death 
of the black astronaut who was aboard.   

  5. Confl ict  
 Strife, antagonism, warfare have provided the basis of stories since early peo-

ples drew pictures on their cave walls of their confrontations with the beasts that 
surrounded them.  People and their tribes and their countries have been at war with 
each other, and with themselves, since history has been kept, and the tales that 
resulted have been the basis of saga, drama, story and news. 

 To journalists today, confl ict has a more nuanced meaning. “The most effective 
stories I’ve read,” says Peter St. Onge, a staff writer for  The Charlotte Observer,  
“involved ordinary people confronting the challenges of daily life.” 

 Although critics of the press condemn what they consider to be an overempha-
sis on confl ict, the advance of civilization can be seen as an adventure in confl ict 
and turmoil. Indeed, one way to defi ne, and to defend, journalism is that it pro-
vides a forum for discussion of the confl icts that divide people and groups, and 
that this peaceful debate makes confl ict resolution possible.  

  6. The Unusual 
  Events that deviate sharply from the expected, that depart considerably from 

the experiences of everyday life make news.  We know that. But here we are talking 
about the truly different, the bizarre, strange and wondrous. 

 When a dog bites a man, it isn’t news. But when a police dog, a tried and true 
member of the K-9 Corps, sinks his teeth into the arm of his police handler, that’s 
unusual, and it’s news. We’ve all seen big watermelons in the supermarket, but 
the 165-pound monster makes page 1 of the B section of  The Freeport News  
when the farmer offers it to the First Baptist Church for its annual picnic. 

  Domestic Violence   Domestic spats are not news, unless they are so violent 
murder is committed. But when Lorena Bobbitt tired of her husband’s mental and 
physical attacks and cut off his penis. . . . Yes, that was news for a week or two. 

 The wide coverage of the Bobbitt family surgery led Peter Kann, publisher 
of  The Wall Street Journal,  to condemn “media fascination with the bizarre, the 
perverse and pathological—Lorena Bobbitt journalism.” 

 Today, few people can identify Lorena Bobbitt or recall the reason for her fl eet-
ing media attention. The bizarre has the life span of a fi refl y’s momentary fl ash. 

 To some, though, the attention was important and worthwhile, for the incident 
made people think about domestic violence and its victims, and in its wake some 
governors pardoned women imprisoned for killing husbands who had for years 
tormented and beaten them. Cause and effect? Possibly.  

  Political Confl ict  
  The opponents of 

 abortion do battle with plac-
ards, parades and politics. 
This long-running confl ict 
sometimes becomes violent.  

 Mike Roemer 
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  A Symbol   The young man who stood alone before a column of tanks on their 
way to bloody Tiananmen Square struck everyone who saw the photograph and 
read the accompanying story as so amazing, so wondrous that the act quickly 
became a symbol. To some, the act showed defi ance of tyranny. To others, it was, 
as the writer and critic Ian Buruma wrote, a symbol “of the futility of empty-
handed opposition to brute force.”  

  A President Elected   The leads to the stories of the election of Barack Obama 
all included the fact that he had overcome traditional political wisdom—that no 
black person could achieve the nation’s highest offi ce. Here is the beginning of 
the Associated Press story as it appeared in the online site of  The Daily Indepen-
dent  of Ashland, Ky.: 

  WASHINGTON—Barack Obama swept to victory as the nation’s 
fi rst black president Tuesday night in an electoral college landslide 
that overcame racial barriers as old as America itself. “Change 
has come,” he declared to a huge throng of cheering supporters. 

 The son of a black father from Kenya and a white mother from 
Kansas, the Democratic senator from Illinois sealed his historic 
triumph by defeating Sen. John McCain in a string of wins in 
hard-fought battleground states, Ohio, Florida, Virginia, Iowa and 
more.    

  A Lone Man’s Plea 
  As the tanks headed 

down Cangan Boulevard in 
the government’s show of 
strength in Beijing, a young 
man darted in front of the 
column. The tanks stopped. 
The man looked up and 
called out to the soldiers to 
stop the killing. The tanks 
tried to weave around him, 
easing him aside. He cried 
out again, pleading for no 
more violence. Bystanders 
fi nally pulled him away, 
fearing he would be crushed 
under the treads.   

  Barack Obama  

 AP Photo by Jeff Widener 
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  7. Currency 
  Occasionally, a situation long simmering will suddenly emerge as the subject 

of discussion and attention.  Historians might describe the situation as an idea 
whose time has come. When it does, the media catch up. 

 In the early 1960s, President Kennedy called attention to the conditions of the 
poor. Then President Johnson declared a “war on poverty.” Newspapers responded 
by covering health and welfare agencies and by going into poor areas of their cities in 
search of news. Television produced documentaries on the blighted lives of the poor. 
More than 40 years later, poverty, although as pervasive, receives less attention. 

 The plight of women and members of minority groups in achieving recogni-
tion for their talents was long ignored. Victims of the glass ceiling and discrimi-
nation in the executive suites, they fi nally broke through to the media and became 
the subject of coverage. 

 Generally, journalists have not been in the vanguard of these discoveries. 
Sometimes though, journalists will decide that a situation needs attention and 
will make it newsworthy. We saw a few pages back how a  Los Angeles Times  
reporter, David Willman, revealed that a federal agency had approved the sale of 
prescription drugs that were killing people. He stayed with the story for two years 
before the agency pulled the drugs from the market. 

 The work of Willman also falls in an eighth category, a category that stems 
from the reporter’s feelings that he or she must act.  

  8. Necessity 
 The seven previous categories of newsworthiness involve people, events and 

situations that call out for coverage—meetings, speeches, accidents, deaths, 
games and the like. This fi nal category is of the journalist’s making. That is,  the 
journalist has discovered something he or she feels it is necessary to disclose.  
The situation or event, the person or idea may or may not come under any of the 
previous seven categories of newsworthiness. The essential element is that the 
journalist considers the situation to be something everyone should know about, 
and usually it is a situation that needs to be exposed and remedied. 

 This is journalism of conscience. The journalists who report and write these 
stories are on the staffs of small and large publications, network and local stations, 
specialized publications and magazines, and some convey their work online. 

 Here are some examples of their work: 

   Pensacola News Journal —Exposure of a culture of corruption that led to the 
indictment of four of the fi ve county commissioners. 

  The Atlanta Business Chronicle —Sarah Rubenstein and Walter Woods found 
questionable connections between state offi cials and landowners whose property was 
needed for right-of-way acquisitions for a $2.2 billion highway project. After publica-
tion, the project was put on hold. 

  The Charlotte Observer —A year before the subprime mortgage crisis caused an 
economic meltdown, the newspaper recognized that housing foreclosures had become 
epidemic in its area because of “easy credit for mortgage loans that many buyers 
clearly couldn’t afford.” The four-part series was titled  Sold a Nightmare.  

     A Religious Nation  
 For decades, news 

about religion consisted of 
stories about forthcoming 
services and summaries of 
the sermons of promi-
nent preachers. Suddenly, 
journalists realized that 
Americans are deeply reli-
gious, and religion became 
an important beat for 
many newspapers. Asked, 
“How important is religion 
in your life?” 59 percent 
of Americans answered 
“Very important.” In other 
countries, the percentages 
were: United Kingdom, 
33; Canada, 30; Italy, 27; 
Germany, 21; Japan, 12; 
France, 11.    
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  WEWS, Cleveland —Many of the calls to the station’s Troubleshooter team were 
from homeowners who complained of contractor fraud: After receiving payment, the 
contractor would leave the job half fi nished and could not be reached. Ohio had no 
law protecting people from such contractors, but after the team reported the problem, 
legislation was enacted. 

  The Boston Globe —Despite a veil of secrecy, the newspaper uncovered sexual 
abuse by Roman Catholic priests in many parishes. Priests were transferred rather 
than dismissed. The  Globe  disclosures led other media around the country to investi-
gate their parishes. 

  WMAQ, Chicago —The TV station revealed that U.S. Customs offi cers at O’Hare 
International Airport were using racial and gender profi ling to target black women for 
invasive strip searches. The story led to a class-action suit and an investigation by the 
Customs Service of procedures at all international airports. 

  60 Minutes —American soldiers in Iraq had to scavenge Iraqi dumps for scrap 
metal to protect their lightly armored Humvees that had become death traps, reporters 
Steve Kroft and Leslie Cocburn reported. 

  Westwind —To check on military recruiting practices, 17-year-old J. David Mc-
Swane, a reporter on the Arvada, Colo., high school newspaper, told an army recruiter 
he was a high school dropout addicted to marijuana. Was he army material? he asked. 
Not to worry, the recruiter told McSwane: He would be given a fake general educa-
tion diploma and instructed to take a fl uid that would help him pass the urinalysis. 
McSwane’s story was headlined: ARMY DESPERATION LEADS TO RECRUIT-
ING FRAUD. 

  Portland Press-Herald —Barbara Walsh examined Maine’s care for mentally ill 
children and found the system was chaotic. After hundreds of interviews, and an ex-
amination of thousands of documents, Walsh wrote that children had to wait months 
and years for help, that some children were placed in juvenile lockup for lack of an 
adequate placement program. The governor and legislators vowed reform. 

  WTVF-TV —Despite a budget crisis and the largest tax increase in the state’s his-
tory, Tennessee was awarding contracts to fi rms without competitive bidding—and 
the companies had close ties to the governor. Bryan Staples and Phil Williams of the 
Nashville station also learned that companies had overcharged the state. The governor 
retaliated, impeding the reporters from checking records and pulling $160,000 in high-
way safety advertising from the station. Despite attacks on the reporters’ credibility, 
the FBI and IRS decided to investigate. 

  Las Vegas Sun —The Pulitzer Prize jury awarded the newspaper the Public 
Service gold medal with this citation: “. . . courageous reporting by Alexandra 
Berzon for the exposure of the high death rate among construction workers on the 
Las Vegas Strip amid lax enforcement of regulations, leading to changes in policy 
and improved safety conditions.”            

  The Overlooked   For many of these stories, reporters dug into situations that 
one reporter described as affecting “the least of them,” the men, women and chil-
dren that journalism usually overlooks. Noreen Turyn, an anchor at WSET in 
Lynchburg, Va., heard about an old state law still on the books that allowed the 
forced sterilization of men and women. The law had been adopted during the 
heyday of eugenics, a social movement that used pseudo-science to bring about 
what it called the “improvement of the race.” Under the law, youngsters who had 

Labor of Love
 Investigative reporting 

isn’t glamorous, says Phil 
Williams. “There are long 
hours of tedium—whether 
it’s dissecting computer 
databases, combing 
through records and hiding 
in the back of a van for 
hours on surveillance with-
out a bathroom break. If 
that sounds like a great job 
to you, then it can be.” 
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minor offenses and those whose parents said they could not control them were 
shipped off to Lynchburg Colony where they were forced into sterilization “with-
out any understanding of what was happening to them,” Turyn reported. Turyn 
interviewed the victims, among them a World War II Bronze Medal winner. The 
state acted to repeal the law after Turyn’s series was aired. 

 Katherine Boo of  The Washington Post  describes this reporting as traveling 
through “the shadowlands of the disadvantaged and disenfranchised.” In two 
separate series, Boo disclosed the horrible conditions in which the city’s retarded 
lived—and died. She documented beatings, robberies, rapes and the use of the 
retarded for slave labor in so-called training programs.  

  Abortions for All   When Heidi Evans of the  New York Daily News  was told by 
a caller that every woman who went to a cash-only abortion clinic was informed 
that she was pregnant, Evans raced over to the clinic the next day with a urine 
sample of her own. 

 “The owner, who did the tests himself, told me I was pregnant and tugged at 
my arm to have the procedure right then,” Evans said. 

 “The following day, I sent another reporter with a sample from one of our 
male colleagues. The urine also tested positive.” After two more weeks of report-
ing, in which she showed how poor, mostly immigrant women were herded by 
the clinic owner to a back room where a fl y-by-night doctor operated, the state 
shut down the clinic.  

  Hog Heaven   In Raleigh,  The News & Observer  examined an unlikely source of 
environmental degradation—hog lagoons.     

 Raising hogs is big business, and the bigger the hog farm the better the busi-
ness because the slaughterhouse can be next door, eliminating the expense of 
hauling the hogs to the meat cutters. But the big hog farms—some have a million 
animals—do the following, the newspaper revealed: 

  Contaminated Ground Water 

 Through the emission of ammonia gas 
into the atmosphere that is returned with 
rain, streams are being choked with algae. 

 Waste from the hogs—which produce as 
much as four times as much waste per hog 
as do humans—is piling up in open fi elds.  

 The series on the hog farms’ contamination won a Pulitzer Prize.  

  Questionable Deaths   In North Carolina, disability advocates had complained 
about the state’s mental health system. The governor didn’t listen. Parents com-
plained about the lack of services for their children. Legislators weren’t interested. 
Debbie Cenziper of  The Charlotte Observer  listened and became interested. The 
result: More than 30 stories beginning with a fi ve-part series that revealed that 34 
people with mental disabilities—many of them young—died under questionable 

Hazard
  When Hurricane Floyd hit 

North Carolina, thousands 
of hogs were drowned. 
Offi cials estimated 28,000 
hogs were killed. The decay-
ing carcasses became a 
health hazard and had to be 
incinerated.  

 Chris Seward, 
 The News & Observer  
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circumstances while in the care of the state’s mental health facilities. “They died 
from suicide, murder, scalding, falls,” Cenziper says. “They suffocated, starved, 
choked, drowned.” Most of the deaths were never investigated because the state 
had not been told of them. 

 The stories led to increased mental health funding, money for hiring 27 inspec-
tors for mental health facilities and two laws to correct the dangerous fl aws Cen-
ziper had described. 

    See  Broken Trust  in  NRW Plus.   

  Dying Lakes   The  Times Union  in Albany, N.Y., felt it necessary to track the 
progress, if any, being made to cope with the effects of acid rain in the nearby 
Adirondacks Park, the largest wilderness area east of the Rockies. What it found 
did not make for optimism. 

 Reporter Dina Cappiello found that 500 of the 6-million-acre park’s 2,800 
lakes are dead. Unless something is done, she wrote, within 40 years a thousand 
more lakes will be lost to acid rain, lakes empty of plant and animal life. 

    See  Dying Lakes  in  NRW Plus.   

  Does It Work?   In all these stories the common element is that something was 
not functioning properly, that something was wrong with the system. David Burn-
ham, a former  New York Times  reporter, says the increased bureaucratization of 
public life calls for a new approach to news. The media need to spend more time 
asking: How are the bureaucracies that affect our lives working? Are they deviat-
ing from our expectation that they are there to serve us? 

 Is the police department engaged in crime prevention; is the power company 
delivering suffi cient energy at a reasonable price; are the high schools graduating 
college-entry seniors?     

  News Is Relative  

 These eight news values do not exist in a vacuum. Their application depends 
on those who are deciding what is news, where the event and the news medium are 
located, the tradition of the news medium, its audience and a host of other factors.    

   Economic Pressures 
 The media are a business, a profi t-seeking enterprise. Most stations and news-

papers are no different from Microsoft and Home Depot. Their operations are 
designed to maximize profi ts. 

 Advertising is the engine that drives the media. This can be seen quickly 
enough when the newspaper has 48 pages because the department stores are 
advertising white sales. The result is a large news hole, with plenty of space for 
stories. On days when the advertising is slim, the newspaper may run to 32 pages 
and stories are cut to the bone, or not run at all. 

 Massive declines in advertising revenue have led to the shuttering of news-
papers and the cutbacks in staff of many others. Men and women 25 to 50—the 

     All-Out Coverage   
When terrorists 

struck New York City and 
Washington, newspapers 
turned away from the 
bottom line and ordered 
robust coverage. Arthur O. 
Sulzberger Jr., publisher of 
 The New York Times,  said 
that although cancellations 
of advertising during Sep-
tember, when the hijacked 
planes struck, would cost 
the  Times  “millions of 
 dollars,” coverage would 
be all out.    

     More Than Money  
 “A newspaper is a 

business that must produce 
a decent profit or eventu-
ally fail. But a newspaper 
is more than just a busi-
ness—it is a public trust 
with responsibilities to its 
readers and its community 
that extend well beyond 
producing profits.”  

 —James P. Gannon, 
former editor,  

The Des Moines Register    
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 Mike Roemer 

 Changing Times . . . Changing Beats 
  A century ago, 50 percent of the workforce in the 

United States made a living from agriculture. Farm news 
was big news. Today, with 2.5 percent so employed, 
farm news is important outside agricultural areas only 
when the cost of food goes up. At the beginning of the 
20th century, fewer than 115,000 students attended 
 college and journalists paid little attention to them. 
Today, more than 50 times as many are enrolled and 
higher education is a major beat.  

demographic group that advertisers want to reach—have largely deserted news-
papers and magazines for online material, and advertisers have followed.    

  The Infl uence of Owners 
 In addition to putting their imprint on their products by deciding how much 

money to take out of the enterprise, media owners can exert a powerful tonal 
infl uence. Some are cautious, unwilling to dig into news that might stir contro-
versy. Their papers and stations cover the surface of the news, what we describe 
in Chapter 11 as Layer 1 news, the stenographic report of what people say and 
do. Some go further, imposing a particular political point of view and slant on the 
news. And some combine avarice and political slant.        

         Cave In   When the Chinese government was upset by the British Broadcast-
ing Corporation’s news coverage of human-rights abuses in China, it made its 
displeasure known to Rupert Murdoch, the owner of a massive global media 
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Washington Post■
Washington Times■

Honolulu Advertiser■
Honolulu Star-Bulletin■

Chicago Defender
Chicago Daily Herald

■
■

Chicago Sun-Times■
Chicago Tribune■

Salt Lake City Desert News●
Salt Lake City Tribune●

Fort Wayne (Ind.) News-Sentinal●
Fort Wayne Journal Gazette●

Detroit Free Press●
Detroit News●

Boston Globe■
Boston Herald■

Charleston (W. Va.)
Gazette

●

Charleston Daily Mail●

Madisson (Wis.) Capital
Times

●

Madison Wisconsin
State Journal

●

York (Pa.) Dispatch●
York Daily Record●

Wilkes-Barre (Pa.) Times
Leader

●

Wilkes-Barre Citizens Voice●

Kingsport (Tenn.) Daily News■
Kingsport Times-News■

Trenton (N.J.) Times■
Trenton Trentonian■

The Philadelphia Inquirer●

The Philadelphia Daily News●

New York Times■

New York Daily News■
New York Post■

Staten Island (N.Y) Advance■

Fading Newspapers
 The number of cities 

with competing newspapers 
has declined along with 
decreases in the total num-
ber of newspapers and their 
circulation. Circulation has 
declined 17 percent in the 
past two decades as read-
ers went to the Internet for 
news. 

 Advertising is the principal source of revenues that sup-
ports our media system. That dependence creates an incon-
gruity between the public’s preferences and the criteria 
employed by the people in charge. As consumers of com-
munication, we judge it by its value and meaning for us; 
advertisers judge it by its effi ciency in disseminating what 
they call “exposure opportunities.” 

 Media content has been driven primarily by the need 
to maximize audiences for sale rather than by the desire to 
communicate the truth about our world or express deep 
thoughts and feelings. To this end, broadcasting and fi lm 

have vied with each other in pursuit of violence and vul-
garity. The largest of our mass media, the daily press, tra-
ditionally the forum for contention and irreverence, has 
undergone a steady attrition of competition and a general 
retreat to the safety of the middle ground. Left to its own 
devices, the public persistently drifts toward amusement 
rather than enlightenment, avoiding confrontation with the 
pressing, perhaps overwhelming, problems that confront 
the nation and the world. 

  —Leo Bogart   

  Confl icting Goals: Sales vs. Truth 
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conglomerate that includes large holdings in China. Murdoch’s Hong Kong 
broadcast operation had been airing the BBC newscasts that irritated Chinese 
Communist Party leaders. 

 Murdoch acted quickly. He eliminated BBC news. He said that using the BBC, 
considered the provider of the fi nest broadcast journalism in the world, would 
jeopardize his business in China. 

 Murdoch again made the news with a move motivated by his business inter-
ests in China. HarperCollins, a book publisher owned by Murdoch, planned to 
publish a book by Chris Patten, the last British governor of Hong Kong. Patten 
was an outspoken critic of China’s authoritarianism and miserable human-rights 
record. When Murdoch learned of the publication plans, he ordered HarperCol-
lins to drop the book.

        Owners’ Politics   Murdoch is politically conservative, and his politics impose a 
deep imprint on his media properties. When Sen. James Jeffords of Vermont changed 
his party membership from Republican to Independent, thus giving control of the U.S. 
Senate to the Democrats, the front page of Murdoch’s  New York Post  put a photo of 
Jeffords on page 1 that was doctored to portray him as a traitorous Benedict Arnold. 
Commentary on Murdoch’s Fox TV news channel is predominantly conservative.  

  Courageous   In contrast to the bottom-line journalism of many publishers, some 
put the public welfare before the dollar sign. In the darkest days of  The Washing-
ton Post ’s coverage of Watergate, when President Nixon threatened economic 
reprisals to  Post  properties, publisher Katherine Graham stood steadfast. In a trib-
ute to Graham on her death, Hendrik Hertzberg wrote in  The New Yorker:  

  The courage she summoned in the face 
of serious, and at that time frightening, 
abuses of power put democracy in her debt 
in a way that few other American publish-
ers, perhaps none, have ever equaled.   

  Fearful   Some newspapers duck controversy in an attempt to be all things to all 
their readers. After the governor of South Dakota signed the most stringent anti-
abortion bill any state had adopted, a national controversy erupted. Even many 
right-to-life supporters opposed the law. But the state’s major newspaper, the  Argus 
Leader,  was mute. Taking a position, wrote the editor of the Gannett paper, “could 
well jeopardize the credibility we have worked long and hard to establish.” 

 Contrast the mute South Dakota newspaper with the work of Ira B. Harkey, 
the editor and publisher of the newspaper in Pascagoula, Miss., during the South’s 
furious resistance to court-ordered school desegregation. When Harkey editorial-
ized in support of the 1954 Supreme Court decision  Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion,  a cross was burned in front of his home. Worse was yet to come. 

 During the desegregation crisis at the University of Mississippi, Harkey 
urged the peaceful admission of James Meredith, who would become the fi rst 

Murdoch’s Empire
“Murdoch uses his 

diverse holdings, which 
include newspapers, 
magazines, sports teams, 
a movie studio and a book 
publisher, to promote his 
own financial interests at 
the expense of real news-
gathering, legal and regula-
tory rules and journalistic 
ethics. He wields his media 
as instruments of influence 
with politicians who can 
aid him, and savages his 
competitors in his news 
columns. If ever someone 
demonstrated the dangers 
of mass power being con-
centrated in few hands, it 
would be Murdoch.”  

—Russ Baker, “Murdoch’s 
Mean Machine,” Columbia 

Journalism Review

  Maxim  
“Freedom of the press 

is guaranteed only to those 
who own one.”  

—Joe Liebling
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black student at Ole Miss. Federal troops had to be called out to quell the rioting 
protesters. 

 Harkey’s life was threatened, a cross was burned in front of his newspaper 
offi ce and rifl e and shotgun blasts rattled his home. Yet Harkey was steadfast in 
his support of desegregated schools.   

  Chains 
 The media are spiraling toward a concentration of ownership in fewer and  fewer 

large corporations. Fifty years ago, families owned almost all the daily newspa-
pers. Today, four of fi ve newspapers are owned by groups, known as chains. “The 
family-owned newspaper is an endangered species,” says H. Brandt Ayers, whose 
family has owned  The Anniston Star  in Alabama for parts of three centuries.        

        The  Star ’s ownership is happy if it can make 10 percent profi t, Ayers 
says. Chain owners want twice as much and more to placate dividend-hungry 
stockholders. 

 Most media commentators fi nd the concentration worrisome. “The pressure 
on them is to produce dollars,” says Ben Bagdikian. Profi ts come before good 
journalism, he says. 

 Group ownership has its defenders. Their large resources enable local editors 
to take on the community power structure without fear of economic retaliation, 
the defenders say. 

 The reality is mixed. Some group-owned media provide minimal coverage. 
A radio chain with hundreds of stations has no news staff in most of its stations. 
Some chain-owned newspapers and stations continue to dig and provide their 
readers and viewers with illuminating journalism. The difference often lies with 
the tradition of the newspaper or station and its ownership. 

  The Charleston  (W.Va.)  Gazette  has long spoken for protection of its envi-
ronment. This Scripps Howard paper has encouraged reporter Ken Ward Jr. to 
take a strong point of view to his work. “The area is economically depressed and 
controlled by a few large companies that rape and pillage and don’t leave much 
for the people,” he says. “If there is any place in the United States that needs 
good investigative reporting that comes at things with a good set of values, it’s 
here.”  

  Tradition 
 Some publications and broadcast stations have a history of public service jour-

nalism that guides them in their selection of what is worthy of their reporters’ time 
and the owners’ funds. 

  The Charlotte Observer  has challenged the tobacco industry. More recently 
it took on the home builders. Reporters Ames Alexander and Rick Rothacker 
accompanied building inspectors on their rounds, watched houses being built, 
pored through public records and interviewed more than 400 homeowners, build-
ers, inspectors and others. The paper’s database editor, Ted Mellnick, helped 
them examine “4 million computer records on all building inspections conducted 
in Mecklenburg County since the 1970s,” says Alexander. 

Threat
“It is daily becoming 

more obvious that the big-
gest threat to a free press 
and the circulation of ideas 
is the steady absorption of 
newspapers, television and 
radio stations, networks 
and other vehicles of infor-
mation into corporations 
that know how to turn 
knowledge into profit—but 
are not equally committed 
to inquiry or debate or to 
the First Amendment.”  

—Reuven Frank, former 
head of NBC News
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 The project took eight months. The reporters concluded that “North Carolina’s 
laws favor builders over buyers.”  

  The Audience 
 When the TV actress Ellen DeGeneres announced that she is a lesbian, the  San 

Francisco Chronicle  put the story on page 1 alongside a four-column photo of a 
crowd in town watching the show on a big screen.  The New York Times  national 
edition put the story on page 17A. The reason for the difference in play: San Fran-
cisco has a large percentage of gay men and women in its population. 

 Everything media writers do is aimed at an audience, and the nature of that 
audience may well be the most important infl uence in media performance. 

  Network TV   Once king of the media hill, network television is now struggling 
for footing on a downward slope. Viewership has eroded, and the networks have 
been engaged in a search to match the news to its different audience. Their advis-
ers have suggested that the morning audience wants less news of government and 
domestic and foreign affairs and more of crime, celebrities and lifestyle. Nothing 
too heavy. That’s for the evening newscasts and for the “PBS NewsHour.” Why 
the difference? Demographics. The morning viewers are younger.  

  Five Packs a Day 
  Although   The Charlotte 

Observer   circulates among 
farmers who grow two-
thirds of the tobacco used to 
make cigarettes, the news-
paper published a 20-page 
special report “Our Tobacco 
Dilemma” that called atten-
tion to the health hazards of 
smoking. On the front page 
of the section was this pho-
tograph of James McManus, 
62, who has, the newspaper 
reported, “smoking-caused 
emphysema” and requires 
an “oxygen tank to survive.” 
The tobacco industry spends 
more than $13 billion a year 
to market its products.   

     The Affluent  
  USA Today  devotes 

plenty of space to its 
“Money” section. A third 
of the newspaper’s readers 
have incomes of more than 
$100,000, the readers that 
advertisers are anxious to 
reach.    

 Mark Sluder,  The Charlotte Observer  
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  Demographics   Age, race, gender, geography, income, ethnicity—these are 
factored in when news managers make their decisions on what is printed and put 
online and on the screen. 

 If we look at the audience for National Public Radio, the content of its news 
becomes understandable. The audience, reports the Project for Excellence in 
Journalism, “falls between 25 and 54 years of age, has college degrees, and votes, 
and half have household incomes of over $75,000. This has created a situation in 
which NPR is a media resource used by a young, culturally elite group.”  

  Online Journalism   As we have seen, newspapers and magazines have gone 
online. In addition, many online-only news services have found widening audi-
ences. To name a few,  Huffi ngtonpost.com  offers a variety of news and opinion, 
much of it from a liberal point of view;  Stateline.org  distributes news of state 
governments; and  propublica.org  offers investigative reporting.  

  Trends   The Project for Excellence in Journalism reports, “Audiences are mov-
ing toward information on demand, to media platforms and outlets that can tell 
them what they want to know when they want to know it.” The result is continued 
and steady decline, about 25 percent, of newspaper circulation from its high of 
around 62 million in 1973, and similar declines in radio and television news listen-
ing and viewing. Newspapers are succeeding in attracting readers to their online 
news sites. They are less successful in luring people to the printed newspaper. 

 “Younger audiences,” reports the Project for Excellence, “are interested in 
news. But they want it from new platforms that can deliver it in new ways and on 
the consumers’ new terms.” If you add the number of those who read only online 
news to those who read it in print form, the result is that the newspaper organiza-
tion’s audience is growing. However, advertisers seem reluctant to support online 
news, which adds to the economic problems of newspapers.     

  The Reporter 

  Despite the many media changes, it remains true today what has been opera-
tive through the years: For the most part reporters, the men and women on the 
beat, make the news. The court reporter who looks through a dozen court fi lings 
chooses the one or two that she will write about. The police reporter, whose daily 
rounds begin with the examination of the dozen arrests made overnight, decides 
which two or three he will report. The feature writers with a dozen ideas swirling 
through their heads have time for a couple. 

 Yes, the guidelines do help, the news values that we have discussed—
timeliness, prominence, impact and the others. But there is wide latitude within 
these categories. For example: Just who is suffi ciently prominent to be news-
worthy? To Karen Garloch, a medical writer for  The Charlotte Observer,  a local 
building contractor named Vernon Nantz may not have been prominent, but 
his situation qualifi ed him for her attention. Nantz was dying of cancer and had 
decided to forgo chemotherapy. He wanted to die at home, close to his family. 
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 “The idea for this story was born out of my interest, as a medical writer, in 
the end of life care,” Garloch says. “I had written many stories about living wills 
and advance directives, the forms people sign to declare their expectations about 
extraordinary medical care. I had also written about the growth of the hospice 
movement and discussions among ethicists and doctors when to stop treatment 
that appears to be futile.      

  Dying with Dignity   “With millions of Americans facing these choices, I wanted 
to tell the story of the end of life through a real person who made the choice to 
reject extraordinary medical care and die with dignity at home.” 

 Garloch’s series about Vernon Nantz began this way: 

  When Vernon Nantz was diagnosed with 
a recurrence of cancer, his doctor told him: 
“We can treat it, but we’re not gonna beat it.” 
Vernon had just months. He decided to use 
Hospice at Charlotte, stay at home with his 
wife and be around his family and friends. 

 More and more we want a choice about 
how and where we die. 

 This is the story of one man’s choice.  

 Garloch was with Nantz when he decided not to get out of bed to dress for 
the visit of the hospice nurse. She was there when the family gathered around his 
bed, sure he was dying, and she was there when he rallied and ate an entire fried 
fi sh dinner with french fries and hush puppies. And she arrived at the Nantz home 
shortly after he died at 2  a.m.  

 Reader response was overwhelming, said Garloch’s editor, Frank Barrows. 
 Like many of the reporters we have seen at work, Garloch could be said to 

have made the news with this story of Vernon Nantz. She and the others could be 
described as activist journalists. 

    For Garloch’s story, see  Vernon’s Goodbye  and  Readers Respond  in  NRW 
Plus.   

  Activist Journalists   To some journalists, news consists of overt events—an 
automobile accident, a city council meeting, a court document, the State of the 
Union Address. Their journalism is denotative, pointing to what has happened. 
Necessary as this reporting is, some journalists would complement denotative 
journalism with a more active, seeking-out journalism. 

 Activist journalists seek to place on the public agenda matters that they believe 
require consideration, civic discussion that could lead to some kind of action. The 
action could be an awareness of another way to end one’s days, as the Garloch 
feature demonstrated. Or it could lead to remedial action, as Willman’s stories 
about deadly prescription drugs accomplished. The sociologist Herbert Blumer 
says that issues come to public attention, not because of the “intrinsic gravity of 
the social problem,” but because they have been given status by some respected 

    The Journalist’s 
Basic Tasks 
 •  To hold a mirror to soci-

ety, showing how people 
go about their work and 
play.  

•  To provide informa-
tion that keeps people 
informed of the activities 
of elected and appointed 
officials.  

•  To give voice to the 
voiceless.  

•  To supply information 
about controversial and 
unusual issues.  

• To entertain.    
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group that has called attention to the problem. These groups can legitimatize an 
issue as a matter of concern requiring action, Blumer says. 

 Among those that can legitimatize situations, Blumer lists educational organi-
zations, religious leaders, legislators, civic groups and the press. Once legitima-
tized, the issue can be acted upon quickly, Blumer says.     

  What Motivates Reporters? 

  The public editor or ombudsman of  The New York Times,  Byron Calame, sought 
to answer this question. “Based on the hundreds of reporters with whom I’ve worked 
and competed,” he said he came up with seven motivations. They are: 

  Being First with New Facts or Fresh Insights 

 The drive to be fi rst with the basic facts of a newsworthy development remains 
embedded in the culture of newsrooms and in the minds of reporters. . . . The obvi-
ous signal to reporters: Old-fashioned scoops still count.  

  Pursuing Stories That Can Have Impact 

 All reporters want to write articles that people talk about—but some are driven to 
journalism that produces corrective action or benefi cial changes. Two major goals 
of these reporters are to hold the powerful accountable and to right wrongs.  

  Winning Prizes 

 Reporters are most reluctant to acknowledge that their journalism is driven by the 
desire to win a prize. The criteria for many journalism contests, however, favor 
stories that cause change or make waves.  

  Impressing Sources 

 The better reporters assigned to cover a beat or specialized area of coverage are 
likely to cultivate the better sources, including experts on the subject. Such report-
ers will write certain articles that will be viewed as unfavorable by some sources. 
Yet many of the journalists remain highly motivated to impress their sources with 
the accuracy, fairness and depth of their work.  

  Finding Out What’s Really Happening 

 A fundamental motivation of reporters is the curiosity that drives them to get to the 
bottom of a confusing or complicated situation and fi nd patterns that help explain 
it to readers. Making sense out of chaos—especially when you can do it fi rst—is 
something many reporters fi nd very rewarding.  

  Telling Stories in a Compelling Way 

 There are two motivations (and often fairly strong egos) at work here. One is the 
desire of almost all reporters to tell an important story so that it will be read to the 
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end. The other is the satisfaction, or even the delight, that many reporters derive 
from good writing of the kind that can move readers to laugh or cry.  

  Getting on the Front Page 

 While it’s no longer a dominant motivation, the hope of turning up a really big 
story that will make the front page never seems that far from the minds of many 
reporters.     

   Summing Up 

 Impersonal and objective as journalists would like to make the determinants 
of news, journalism is based on selection, and choice is a highly personal affair. 
It derives from the journalist’s professional background, his or her education 
and the intangible infl uences of family, friends and colleagues. 

 The professional decisions are framed by other considerations as well: 
the need to entertain to keep readers and viewers who are constantly being 
seduced by entertainment media; the pressures of the business of journalism 
such as budgeting restrictions, meeting the competition, considering the needs 
of advertisers.  

  Further Reading 

 Bagdikian, Ben H.  The New Media Monopoly.  Boston: Beacon Press. 2004.  
In the fi rst edition of his book, in 1983, Bagdikian warned that media 

concentration in the hands of some 50 corporations endangered democ-
racy and threatened to control the marketplace of ideas. Since then, own-
ership has become even more concentrated, and the dangers even greater. 

 Gelb, Arthur.  City Room.  New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 2004.  
Gelb tells his story of his rise from copyboy to managing editor of  The 

New York Times  with anecdotes that enliven the estimable  Times.  
 Roberts, Gene, and Hank Kilbanoff.  The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil Rights 

Struggle and the Awakening of a Nation.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006.  
“At no other time in U.S. history were the news media more infl uential 

than they were in the 1950s and 1960s,” the authors say in this examina-
tion of how reporters covered the civil rights movement. They fi nd that 
most of the white journalists who covered the story “simply didn’t recog-
nize racism in America as a story” until the trial of the two killers in the 
1955 murder of the black teen-ager Emmett Till in Mississippi. The book 
was awarded the 2007 Pulitzer Prize in History. 

 Sloan, Bill.  “I Watched a Wild Hog Eat My Baby”—A Colorful History of 
Tabloids and Their Cultural Impact.  Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 
2001. 
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 Wolff, Michael.  The Man Who Owns the News, Inside the Secret World of 
Rupert Murdoch.  New York: Broadway Books, 2008.  

Murdoch, says Wolff, “likes to be the cause of the confl ict. He likes 
to set the house on fi re and watch all the fi re engines drive maniacally 
down the road.” Of Murdoch’s pursuit of  The Wall Street Journal,  Wolff 
writes that Murdoch tried to quell the owners’ hesitancy about selling to 
journalism’s buccaneer. Wolff says Murdoch told them they “should just 
ask around to see if he is a trustworthy person or not.” One reviewer said 
the book reveals Murdoch’s “reptilian momentum without wondering too 
much about where he’s headed. According to this book, not even the poli-
tics of Fox News are all that important to him.”   
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  News from the battlefi eld.  

   Associated Press Photo 

 4   The Internet and Other 
Tools of the Trade  *  

 When  The Charlotte Observer  wanted to know how many people died 
in auto-racing accidents, the answer was elusive: No government agency or 
industry group collected such statistics. So Liz Chandler and other reporters 
had to ferret out the information themselves, using a combination of tradi-
tional and high-tech research methods that demonstrate how newsrooms 
have changed over the past decade. 

 They scoured the Internet, including Web sites and chat rooms about 
racing. They searched the online archives of newspapers and magazines for 
stories about track-related deaths. The results of their search: They found that 
at least 260 people, including 29 spectators, had been killed at racetracks over 
a 10-year span. Using digital phone books, the reporters located and inter-
viewed relatives, witnesses, drivers, track offi cials and safety experts, supple-
menting and often correcting information reported or posted elsewhere. 

    Preview 
 Journalists rely on a variety of tools, including the 

computer, audio recorder and telephone. They use these 
tools, especially the Internet, to fi nd people, offi cial docu-
ments, reliable data and other sources of information. The 
journalist: 

  • Understands how to use basic references and digital 
resources. 

  • Knows public-record laws. 
  • Uses the computer to gather and analyze information 

and to write stories and transmit them to an editor. 
  • Can evaluate the credibility of online and other 

 information. 
  • Understands math and statistics and can interpret a 

public opinion poll.  

   * This chapter was written with the assistance of Jeff C. South of Virginia Commonwealth 
University.  Question your assumptions.
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  The Observer  built a computer database with details about 
each death, enabling reporters to reveal patterns with authorita-
tive precision. The newspaper reported that fences and barriers 
failed regularly and that drivers were rarely screened for experi-
ence, health problems or drunken-driving convictions. For a 16-
page special section called “Death at the Track: Racing’s Human 
Toll,” Chandler wrote the lead story that began: “When someone 
dies in auto racing, it’s often called a freak thing or a fl uke—so 
isolated and rare it can’t happen again. But deaths aren’t as rare 
or isolated as the racing world believes.” 

 The project, which won an investigative award from the 
Associated Press Sports Editors, demonstrates the importance of 
online research and data analysis to complement shoe-leather 
reporting. In today’s competitive news environment, journalists 
are as comfortable with digital tools as they are with pencils 
and notebooks.  The Observer ’s investigation couldn’t have 
been done without computer-assisted reporting techniques, 
Chandler said. 

 “We used computers at every step of the project: to fi nd 
deaths at the racetracks; to fi nd people who could tell us about 
those deaths; and to examine why the deaths occurred,” she said. 

 Computer skills alone aren’t enough. The  Observer ’s team, 
supervised by project editor Gary Schwab, relied on police reports 
and other documents and interviewed more than 400 people. The 
result was groundbreaking journalism that spurred safety reforms 
in auto racing. 

 “Pointing out the human toll increased the pressure on racing to address 
safety issues like equipment and soft walls,” Schwab said. 

    Tools for Today’s New Media Journalist 

  With the expansion of multimedia ownership has come the multimedia jour-
nalist, also known as the new media journalist. This reporter must gather material 
that can be used for print, online and broadcast news media. That means carrying 
into the fi eld an array of equipment, such as:

     A digital camera that can take high-resolution still photos and video.  

  A laptop computer with “go anywhere” wireless Internet access. Some 
reporters carry tablet PCs with handwriting recognition, allowing them to write 
on their computer screen as they would in a notebook. Others use ultraportable 
laptops that weigh just 3 pounds.  

  A digital audio recorder for recording interviews. Recordings can be stored 
on a computer and can even be converted into editable documents with voice-to-
text software.  

1.

2.

3.
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78 Part Three Writing the Story

  A digital cell phone, not only for making and receiving phone calls but also 
for accessing e-mail, surfi ng the Web and shooting photos and video. Such “smart 
phones” include   BlackBerry devices, the Palm Treo, Motorola Q and Apple’s 
iPhone. A smart phone serves as a personal organizer, with a calendar and address 
book. Some phones can connect to a collapsible keyboard for typing stories and 
e-mailing them to the newsroom.  

  A mobile Global Positioning Satellite (GPS) receiver for location fi nding. 
GPS coordinates can be stamped directly on photos and video as a digital water-
mark to protect copyright and to authenticate time and date.  

    A high-capacity fl ash drive, a portable device that can fi t in a pocket and 
store hundreds of gigabytes of information.  

    A variety of software packages installed on the laptop. The programs would 
include software to edit video, audio, photos, images and graphics; a word pro-
cessor and spreadsheet; software to create slide shows; and a Web browser with 
various plug-ins.  

    Voice-over IP (VoIP) software for real-time, no-cost communications 
(including text, voice and images) over the Internet. When used with a Web 
cam, such software allows reporters to hold video conferences with editors and 
sources.  

    A handheld scanner for digitizing documents on the spot.  

10.     A satellite telephone for making calls when cell phone service is unavail-
able. Reporters also use videophones, a combination of digital video camera and 
satellite phone, to provide video for breaking stories too diffi cult to reach with 
satellite uplink facilities. Videophones are small enough to fi t in a briefcase and 
be carried on an airplane as hand luggage.      

  Basic Newsroom References 

  Every reporter has several reference works handy—including the news organi-
zation’s stylebook, a dictionary, and telephone directories. 

 The stylebook ensures consistency in spelling, capitalization, punctuation 
and abbreviation. Is it 18 Fifth Ave. or 18 Fifth Avenue? The stylebook tells us. 
Do newspapers use postal abbreviations for states? The stylebook tells us to use 
Calif., not CA. (You’ll fi nd a stylebook in this textbook, beginning on p. 579.) 

 Reporters use the dictionary to verify spellings and to make certain that the 
words they want have the shades of meaning they intend. 

 Besides the regular phone book, reporters rely on city directories containing 
details about people living in the community. A typical entry will include a res-
ident’s name, occupation and employer; the street address, including apartment 
number; spouse’s name; and whether the person owns or rents, is retired or is a stu-
dent. Other directories list phone numbers and residents’ names by address—so 

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

     Spellcheck No Help  
 •  They met in high school 

 Spanish class, and soon 
after graduation, they 
were at the alter.  

•  His aim was only good 
at stationery targets, she 
said.  

•  Woodward and Bernstein 
won the pullet surprise 
for their Watergate 
reporting.  

•  The shots missed the tar-
get and hit a by standard.  

•  The vote was 5-to-1, with 
only Major Sam Burns 
descending.    
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you can look up who lives on a particular street. That is invaluable on a late-
breaking story when the offi ce-bound reporter needs details from the scene. 

 Every reporter should know how to use these reference materials:

    The World Almanac and Book of Facts.   

   Statistical Abstract of the United States. 

   An encyclopedia.  

  State and local history books.  

  Maps (especially local) and an atlas.  

   Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.   

   National Five-Digit Zip Code and Post Offi ce Directory.   

    Who’s Who in America,  containing biographical information on about 100,000 
leaders in social, economic, cultural and political affairs. Other biographical 
directories published by the same fi rm, Marquis Who’s Who Inc., include 
regional directories and directories of people in particular professions.       

 Many of those reference materials are available on CD-ROM and the Web 
for faster and more effi cient searches. For example, the Marquis Who’s Who 
Web site has a database of more than 1.4 million biographies. Reporters often 
go online to fi nd the phone number assigned to a particular address or the name 
assigned to a particular phone number. 

 Many newsrooms subscribe to Encyclopedia Britannica Online ( www
.eb.com ) and to Lexis-Nexis or Dow Jones Factiva, searchable databases of full-
text articles. 

 Many authoritative online sources, such as the U.S. Central Intelligence Agen-
cy’s World Factbook, are free. Others, such as the AP Stylebook Online ( www
.apstylebook.com ), charge a fee. (The stylebook presents a good case for going online: 
Unlike the printed book, the Web-based stylebook immediately refl ects new entries 
and changes announced by the AP—totaling more than 400 in a recent year.) 

 Newsrooms from  The Star-Ledger  in New Jersey to  The Seattle Times  have 
sophisticated intranets—computer networks that give reporters access to internal data-
bases and other resources. Some even have computer programs that generate letters 
demanding access to records under the Freedom of Information Act. Matt Carroll of 
 The Boston Globe  says newsroom intranets have gone from “novelty to necessity.” 

 For more about resources recommended by news librarians, see  “Sources 
Online,”   NRW Plus.      

  Using the Computer 

  Precision journalism. Analytic reporting. Data-driven journalism. Computer-
assisted reporting. Those are all terms for the ways personal computers have revo-
lutionized the reporting process. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 Until 2004, Don Middleberg, a public relations consultant, 
and Steven Ross, then an associate professor at the Colum-
bia Graduate School of Journalism, annually surveyed report-
ers and charted their growing use of e-mail and the Web. 

 Middleberg recently resurrected the survey and found 
a boom in journalists’ use of social media. “Social media 
tools are going mainstream in the newsroom,” he said. For 
example, of the 160 journalists surveyed:

   45 percent use Facebook in their reporting.  

  68 percent use blogs to keep up on issues.  

  71 percent use Wikipedia.    

•

•

•

  Blogs, Facebook and Social Media 

 “The most dramatic and signifi cant fi nding of this new 
survey,” Middleberg said, “is the rapid adoption of new 
media and online communication among all journalists.” 

 “Millennial” journalists—those aged 18 to 29—are lead-
ing the way. In the survey, all of the millennial respondents 
said they believe new media and communications tools are 
enhancing journalism; less than half of the journalists over 
50 felt that way.  

 It’s no longer enough for a journalist to be a nimble wordsmith. In today’s 
information society, “a journalist has to be a database manager, a data processor 
and a data analyst,” says Philip Meyer, professor emeritus at the University of 
North Carolina and a pioneer in applying social science methods to journalism. 

 Derek Willis, who won national awards as a data specialist for the Center for 
Public Integrity and  The Washington Post,  agrees. “Increasingly, the people and 
institutions that we cover as journalists use computers to perform their jobs and 
make sense of the world. Organizations from governments to baseball teams 
make sophisticated use of computers to analyze their strengths and weaknesses,” 
says Willis, now at  The New York Times.  

 The computer has put a vast amount and variety of information at the fi n-
gertips of journalists, and it has helped them process information—crunch the 
data—with speed and accuracy. Let’s take a deeper look at these two indispens-
able tasks the computer performs for the reporter: fi rst, locating information; sec-
ond, processing information.   

  Locating Information 

  The Internet contains millions of Web sites with vast quantities of documents, 
reference materials, images, data and other information helpful to journalists. It 
also contains a lot of bogus and obsolete information. For reporters, the challenge 
is to separate the useful from the junk.  

   Starting Points 
 Several journalists and journalism organizations have assembled collections 

of reliable Web sites, often categorized by beat or function. For example, Bill 
Dedman, an investigative reporter for  msnbc.com , maintains  PowerReporting.com ; 
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Duff Wilson, a  New York Times  reporter, created the Reporter’s Desktop ( www
.reporter.org/desktop/ ); the Foundation for American Communications provides 
FACSNET ( www.facsnet.org ); the National Institute for Computer-Assisted Re-
porting ( www.nicar.org ) offers a “Net Tour” for investigative reporters; and  The 
New York Times  allows access to its Newsroom Navigator ( www.nytimes.com/
navigator ). These hyperlink collections can point you to the best Web sites for 
covering politics, health and many other topics. 

 Sarah Cohen, who was a Pulitzer Prize–winning database expert at  The Wash-
ington Post  before becoming a professor of “computational journalism” at Duke 
University, urges reporters to explore such hotlists and surf the Web in advance. 
“Good Internet reporters are like good shoppers: They’ve looked around, and 
know where to go for the best deal when they decide to buy.”  

  Web Search Tools 
 When you don’t know where to look for information, a search tool can help. 

Google ( www.google.com ), the most popular search engine, is a computerized 
index of more than 40 billion Web pages. Use it to fi nd pages with the keywords 
you’re interested in. The Librarians’ Index to the Internet ( http://lii.org ) is a much 
smaller directory in which librarians have categorized entire Web sites. Use it to 
fi nd a site about a particular subject. Some tools, such as Yahoo! ( www.yahoo
.com ), offer both Web-page search engines and Web-site directories. Others, like 
Dogpile ( www.dogpile.com ), search several Web-page indexes simultaneously. 

 The challenge for reporters is to narrow the search to produce the most rel-
evant hits. Some rules are the same for all major search tools: When searching 
for a phrase, for instance, put it in quotation marks. But other rules vary from tool 
to tool. Before using a search tool, look on the site for a “Help” page. That may 
tell you how to limit your search to only government Web pages or to the most 
recently posted material. 

 Several online resources evaluate search tools and offer tutorials and other 
search tips. These resources include Search Engine Watch ( http://searchengine
watch.com ) and Research Buzz ( www.researchbuzz.com ). Those sites also 
link to specialized search engines such as MedHunt ( www.hon.ch/MedHunt/ ) 
for medical and health information and LawCrawler ( http://lawcrawler.fi ndlaw
.com/ ) for legal information.  

  The “Deep Web” or “Invisible Web” 
 These terms refer to online databases, often of government records, such as 

census data, political contributions and school test scores. Most search tools don’t 
penetrate these databases, so reporters must know where to fi nd them. 

 One way is to explore  ResourceShelf.com , created by Gary Price, a librarian 
and online information consultant, and Shirl Kennedy, a news researcher at  The St. 
Petersburg Times.  The site provides pointers to the “invisible Web,” such as online 
databases with documents that publicly owned companies must fi le with the U.S. 
Securities and Exchange Commission. (You can search  www.sec.gov/edgar.shtml  
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for a company’s annual report, which is called a 10-K. It shows revenues and other 
fi nancial information. You can also obtain a proxy statement, or DEF 14A, which 
lists executive salaries and other compensation.)    

  Finding Sources 

  The Internet offers numerous ways for reporters to fi nd experts and “real 
people” to interview for stories. ProfNet ( www.profnet.com ) is a collaborative 
of public relations professionals at colleges, universities, companies, PR agen-
cies, nonprofi t organizations, government agencies and think tanks. A reporter 
can search Profnet’s database of 25,000 experts or e-mail a query to  info@profnet
.com  for help with a story. 

 Journalists also can search for sources at AllExperts.com, Experts.com and the 
Yearbook of Experts ( www.expertclick.com ). The National Press Club maintains 
an experts database ( http://npc.press.org/library/resources.cfm ); and the Special 
Libraries Association, which represents news librarians, has an extensive list 
( www.ibiblio.org/slanews/internet/experts.htm ). 

 Beware, though, that some people list themselves as experts mostly for self-
promotion—and they may have little expertise. A cartoon in  The New Yorker  said 
it best: It shows a dog sitting at a computer and telling a fellow canine, “On the 
Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.” 

 Besides experts, the Internet can help you fi nd everyday people to talk to. The 
Ultimate White Pages Web site ( www.theultimates.com/white/ ) lets you search 
several Internet telephone directories at once. It’s easy to fi nd a phone number 
if you have only a person’s name and city, or even just the state. Or for a feature 
story you can fi nd area residents who share a celebrity’s name. 

 You can also look up the names and phone numbers of residents on a par-
ticular street—important for contacting people in a neighborhood where news is 
breaking. And if you have a phone number, you can fi nd out to whom it belongs. 
That would come in handy if you obtained a public offi cial’s telephone records 
and wanted to know whom the offi cial was calling.  

   Listservs, Discussion Boards and Online Forums 
 You can fi nd sources and help for your stories by subscribing to listservs, or 

e-mail discussion lists, or by monitoring message boards, chat rooms and other 
online forums. The Web site  www.tile.net  has a searchable directory of e-mail 
lists; Google has a tool for searching message boards (called Usenet newsgroups); 
and many Web sites, especially those hosted by news organizations and commu-
nity groups, include online forums. 

 So if you are doing a story about Attention Defi cit Disorder, you might subscribe 
to one of several listservs for parents of children with ADD; browse the postings 
on the Usenet newsgroup called “alt.support.attn-defi cit”; or read the messages on 
the Attention Defi cit Disorder Forums Web site ( www.addforums.com/forums/ ). 
However, it is unethical to quote from a posting without the author’s permission. 
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 Google handles more than 235 million searches a day 
from people all over the world. It’s so popular that “Google” 
has now become a verb meaning to search the Web. 
The word’s new application got a boost from an episode 
of the TV show “Sex and the City,” in which a character 
suggested “Googling the Russian” to get more information 
about him. 

Not Just a Search Engine but a Verb

 Google has expanded its features in hopes of providing 
“one-stop shopping” for Web searchers. The site allows users 
to search recent news headlines, phone books (including reverse 
lookups), street maps, stock quotes and even tracking numbers 
for Federal Express, UPS and the U.S. Postal Service. Check out 
the “Google Zeitgeist,” which lists the most popular searches 
and other trends—a possible inspiration for story ideas. 

 Reporters also use listservs to get advice from their peers. Investigative Report-
ers and Editors Inc. ( www.ire.org ), the National Institute for Computer-Assisted 
Reporting ( www.nicar.org ) and other groups have e-mail lists for discussing jour-
nalistic methods and other issues. 

 Julie Poppen, a reporter for the now defunct  Rocky Mountain News  in Denver, 
once sent an e-mail to the listserv of the National Education Writers Association 
( www.ewa.org ) asking about school districts that require students to attend sum-
mer school if they score low on standardized tests. She received responses from 
reporters in Greenville, S.C., Richmond and Chicago. 

  Commercial Information Services   Until now, we have been talking about the 
free part of the Internet. Many newspapers and magazines offer free access for a 
limited period, then place the material in a paid archive service. You can search 
these archives if your organization subscribes to a commercial information ser-
vice such as Lexis-Nexis or Dow Jones Factiva.     

    NRW Plus  has links to helpful Web sites and tipsheets on search strategies, 
 e-mail etiquette and other topics.       

  Cautions and Warnings 

  Journalists have a saying: If your mother says she loves you, check it out. That 
caveat applies to online information, too. If your mother’s Web site says she loves 
you, check it out. 

 It’s easy to post false information on the Internet; Stephen Glass, the disgraced 
journalist who fabricated stories for  The New Republic,  created bogus Web sites 
to cover his deception. While the information might not be a hoax, it can still be 
wrong or outdated. In this regard, search engines don’t help: Google displays its 
results based on Web-page popularity, not factual reliability. 

 Neil Reisner, a former training director for the National Institute for Computer 
Assisted Reporting, says the Internet is “just another tool for journalists. Use the 
same methods you use to verify any other source.”  
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   Examine the Domain 
 One way to assess an online source is to examine the “top-level domain”—the 

“.com” or “.edu” in the Web address. Apply the Miller Internet Data Integrity 
Scale, created by Stephen Miller, a technology expert at  The New York Times.  
MIDIS is a hierarchy of trust, and at the top are government Web sites, which end 
in “.gov” (such as the Census Bureau’s  www.census.gov  site) or “ .state.XX.us ” 
(in which the XX is a state’s postal abbreviation, such as “ .state.va.us ”). Next 
come studies by universities (“.edu”) and nonprofi t groups (“.org”). 

 “While we are all caught up in terms like cyberspace and virtual reality, the 
reality is that real people, not pixels, created the information displayed on your 
computer screen. Those people are no different from the ones we interview in 
person or over the phone,” Miller says. “There are good people who tell you the 
truth. There are bad people who lie to you. And there are the rest of us somewhere 
in the middle. Too much faith has been placed in information generated by com-
puters. Just because it’s digital doesn’t make it true.” 

 The University of California–Berkeley has an excellent guide for evaluating 
Web pages ( www.lib.berkeley.edu/Teaching Lib/Guides/Internet/Evaluate.html ). 
It suggests looking for a date, the author’s name and the author’s credentials. By 
truncating the Web address, you often can fi nd what organization operates the site 
that hosts a particular Web page. Moreover, by searching the InterNic domain 
registry ( www.internic.net/whois.html ), you can identify who owns and admin-
isters the site.   

 See  Verifying Online Information  in  NRW Plus.  
 Now on the faculty of Florida International University, Reisner bemoans 

“the evil wrought on journalism by such wonders as Google.” He says that jour-
nalism students “seem to believe that if it ain’t on Google, it ain’t. They make 
search engines their fi rst stop rather than their last. And that can be real, real 
misleading.” 

 The Internet, Reisner says, is the “best thing that ever happened to good 
reporters—and the worst thing that ever happened to lazy ones (though the lazy 
probably think it’s the best).” Before resorting to Google, he says, “use the tried-
and-true sources—real people, documents, Web sites that you know and trust.”    

  Have News Come to You 

  Savvy reporters create a virtual beat—a hotlist of bookmarked Web sites that 
they check regularly. Journalists also get news to come to them. Many government 
agencies, politicians, companies and advocacy groups distribute press releases 
and media advisories by e-mail. Journalists who sign up will fi nd news tips fl ow-
ing into their inboxes.           

 Moreover, government agencies and other newsmakers often publish Web 
pages in RSS—Really Simple Syndication. This is coding that separates head-
lines from full-text articles and lists postings from newest to oldest. Journalists 

Truncating
 Truncating refers to a 

process of shortening the 
Web address so that you 
can back up to the so-called 
mother page. For example, 
you have done a Google 
search for information 
about juveniles and the 
death penalty on this page: 
 www.abanet.org/crimjust/
juvjus/jubcases.html . If you 
are uncertain about who 
has posted this page—who 
“owns” the Web site—you 
would truncate the address 
to:  www.abanet.org . You 
would see that this is the 
Web site for the American 
Bar Association. 
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can subscribe to relevant RSS feeds. Then, with a Web browser or other RSS 
reader, they instantly can see a list of the latest news releases, tips and other infor-
mation pertinent to their beats. 

 Reporters also can set up a Google Alert ( www.google.com/alerts ) for their 
beat. This tells Google to search the Web, online news stories, blogs, discussion 
groups and other Internet content for postings containing key words. Google then 
e-mails the results to journalists. So if you are a business reporter, you can create 
Google Alerts for companies you cover and track information being posted about 
them online.   

  Web 2.0: Social Media Tools 

  The term Web 2.0 refers to new Internet tools that make it easy to publish, 
share, collaborate and reply to information online. These tools include:

   Facebook, MySpace and other social networking sites, where people create 
profi les and connect with one another.  

  Wikipedia, the world’s largest encyclopedia, which anybody can edit.  

  Blogs, ranging from diary-like journals and commentary to gossip sheets and 
hard news.  

  Twitter, a “microblogging” service that allows people to broadcast 140-
character postings (called “tweets”). People who subscribe to a Twitter feed 
can receive the tweets on a smart phone, by e-mail and by RSS.  

  YouTube, Flickr and other sites for sharing videos and photos.    

 For journalists, these social media tools can be valuable in several ways. 
 First, reporters can network with other journalists and follow blogs about 

their profession—such as Jim Romenesko’s industry news ( www.poynter.org/
romenesko ). 

 Also, reporters can use social media tools to fi nd sources and information for 
stories. After the 2007 shooting rampage at Virginia Tech University, for instance, 
journalists using the social networking search engine YoName.com found infor-
mation about the victims on Facebook and MySpace. Google and Technorati.com 
can search the “blogosphere,” helping reporters locate bloggers and “real people” 
posting comments about certain topics. Reporters can subscribe to tweets from 
such government agencies as the Los Angeles Fire Department, which uses Twit-
ter as it would a radio scanner.      

  Twitter   Furthermore, journalists are using social media tools to disseminate 
news. “With Twitter, I can give people who are interested constant updates on 
important events as they happen,” said Ryan Nobles, a reporter and anchor at 
NBC12 in Richmond, Va. He said Twitter “gives my reporting the reputation for 
having it fi rst” and drives followers to his newscast and blog for more details. 
Nobles said Twitter also gives him a “personal connection with the viewer,” 

•

•

•

•

•
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especially when he shares behind-the-scenes thoughts from the newsroom with 
his audience. “My theory is that by becoming ‘active participants’ in the news-
cast, they will be less likely to fl ip around and will stay from the start to the end 
of the newscast.” 

 But social media have disadvantages, too. Blogs often contain misinformation, 
leading journalists on wild goose chases. Facebook pages can be faked. You-
Tube can waste reporters’ time. And on Twitter, some journalists lapse into self-
pretentious banality. The host of a Sunday morning news show once tweeted: 
“It’s 830. Rehearsal done. Guests should arrive anytime now. This is a good 
time for me to go thru my q’s one last time. Maybe a bagel b4 air.” No wonder 
the comic strip Doonesbury poked fun at journalists for using Twitter—under the 
caption, “Tweets for Twits.”   

 See  Social Media Tools  in  NRW Plus.   

  Citizen Journalism   When Iranian authorities reported that the hardliner presi-
dential candidate had won the election, people took to the streets to protest. 

 A crackdown followed. Men and women were beaten and news outlets cut 
off. But citizens used YouTube, Facebook, Twitter and blogs to report the 
confrontations. 

 Camera phones were used to capture the death by a rooftop sniper of a young 
woman, Neda Agha Soltan. The pictures of her bleeding to death on a Tehran 
sidewalk were spread around the world and became an “instant icon of the clash 
between Iran’s cleric-led government and the self-described ‘green movement’ 
that claims hardliner President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad stole his June 12 reelec-
tion through fraud,” the Associated Press reported. 

 As a result of this coverage, YouTube decided to set up a “Reporters’ Center” 
with 35 instructional videos from professional journalists. The subjects include:

   Shooting video with a cell phone.  

  Conducting an interview.  

  Privacy issues.  

  Fact-checking assertions.        

  Crunching the Numbers 

  The computer is an organizing tool. Fed information, it can perform these 
functions:

    Alphabetizing:  Similar jobs, similar names can be placed in a series. 
Reporters at the  Dayton Daily News  in Ohio, for example, analyzed payroll data 
for county workers and found that several employees held two jobs and were 
receiving two paychecks.  

   Rank ordering:  Instructed to put any list in some kind of order, the com-
puter will rank lowest to highest, best to worst or biggest to smallest. That’s how 

•

•
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the Dayton reporters also learned which county workers were receiving unusually 
large amounts of overtime pay.  

   Correlating or matching:  The computer will compare two different lists. 
For instance,  The Providence Journal  took a list of bus drivers and matched it 
with a list of traffi c violators. It found some drivers had been ticketed as many as 
20 times.         

  Using All the Functions   Debbie Cenziper once thought that “database report-
ing was a skill only specialists needed.” She now says computer-assisted report-
ing (CAR) methods are important for all journalists. The turning point occurred at 
 The Charlotte Observer,  where Cenziper analyzed a database of 600,000 deaths 
to expose abuses in North Carolina’s mental health system, as described in Chap-
ter 3. “I’ve learned that without these skills, I cannot complete my work.” 

 Cenziper went on to use CAR at  The Miami Herald,  where she investigated 
Miami’s crumbling schools and the nation’s hurricane-warning system. Cenziper 
also exposed corruption in Miami’s housing system: One developer was paid 
$1.7 million of taxpayer’s money to build 54 homes. Instead, he used the money 
to build an estate for his family. Cenziper received the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for 
Local Reporting for her investigation. She now works at  The Washington Post,  
where she recently analyzed a database of 128,000 housing code complaints to 
identify D.C.’s biggest slumlords. 

 Here are other stories that used computer-assisted research:            

  Smoke and Drink   Bob Sanders had heard that alcohol and cigarette distribu-
tors target minority neighborhoods. To check, he obtained billboard locations 
from the city planning commission and the minority population concentrations 
for area census tracts from the Census Bureau. After correlating the data, Sanders 
wrote a story for  The Post-Standard  in Syracuse, N.Y., that began: 

  Jeff Scruggs has a blue ribbon on his 
front door on Seymour Street proclaiming 
his opposition to drugs.  

  But when he opens that door each day, 
he is confronted by a different message: a 
long, smoldering cigarette gracing a 12-by-
25 foot billboard, providing a backdrop on 
a corner neighbors say is a hot spot for drug 
dealers. . . .  

  All up and down Salina Street and Erie 
Boulevard, outside the mom-and-pop stores 
on South Avenue and on the near west side, 
more than half the city’s 247 street-level 
billboards give residents two major mes-
sages: smoke and drink.  

 

  Criminals and Kids   In 2009, the  Milwaukee Journal Sentinel  cross-checked 
the list of daycare providers with Wisconsin’s criminal courts database and found 
almost 500 ex-cons receiving state subsidies to provide child care.  

  “Super-Speeders”   The  St. Paul Pioneer Press  analyzed speeding tickets issued 
by the Minnesota State Patrol between 1990 and 2004. Reporters found “the 

•
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 “Tools and technology 

are important only in refer-
ence to their application. A 
baboon with a computer is 
a baboon.”  

 —Ed Miller, former editor 
and publisher,  The Morning 

Call,  Allentown, Pa.  
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number of drivers caught hurtling more than 100 mph has quadrupled over the 
past decade to nearly 400 last year. More than one in four super-speeders ticketed 
in 2003 were nabbed during rush hour.”  

  Money in Politics    The Charlotte Observer  compared two databases: cam-
paign contributions to North Carolina Labor Commissioner Cherie Berry and her 
department’s inspection records. Berry’s political donors often got off easy for 
workplace safety violations, the newspaper found.  

  Infant Deaths   Scripps Howard News Service reporters used statistical tools to 
expose bureaucratic lapses that hinder the search for causes of sudden infant death 
syndrome. The series provided the fi rst rigorous proof of the value of child-death 
review boards that only some jurisdictions use. The reporters won the 2008 Philip 
Meyer Journalism Award, which recognizes the best journalism done using social 
science research methods. 

    For more examples of data-driven journalism, see  Deadly Nursing and Other 
CAR Stories  in  NRW Plus.   

  Spreadsheets   A spreadsheet is a computer program that stores information in 
columns and rows. Such software makes it easy for reporters to sort, summarize, 

   The Old . . . and the New Newsrooms  
  Before the computer revolutionized the news-

room, paper, pencils, glue pots, and spikes were 
the tools of the trade for copy editors. Under the 
harsh light of bright bulbs overhead, the editors 
slashed at the stories on their desks. In today’s 
newsrooms, stories are edited on the screen, and 
no one jams a hand on the copy desk spike. And 
women are taking over.   

   The Library of Congress, Newsday   
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combine and do calculations with the information. For example, with just a few 
clicks, you can add up a column of thousands of numbers or alphabetize a list of 
thousands of names. For a demonstration of how to use a spreadsheet, see  CAR 
Spreadsheet  in  NRW Plus.        

  Public Records 

  Reporters know what records are available to them on their beats. Among the 
many online records usually accessible to the public are:

    Assessment and tax records, deeds and property transfers.  

  Licenses, including restaurant, dog, liquor, tavern and other business and pro-
fessional licenses.  

  City engineer’s records showing streets, alleys, property lines and highways.  

  City building permits, variances, unpaid taxes, liens and violations.  

  Election returns.  

  Articles of incorporation and partnerships. Most states require offi cers to fi le 
their names and holdings in the corporation.  

  Bills and vouchers for all governmental purchases, as well as copies of the 
checks (warrants) paid out for goods and services.  

  Minutes of city council and county commission meetings, plus all appropria-
tions and budgets.  

  Most judicial records, such as indictments, trials, sentences and court transcripts.  

  Wills, receiverships and bankruptcies.  

  Most police records.      

  Useful Data 

  Journalists have always used numbers to enlighten us. Economic data can warn 
us that infl ation may be getting out of hand. Alcohol-related traffi c deaths may 
indicate that governments should crack down on drunken driving. An increase in 
childhood diseases may be a sign that immigrant children are not getting immu-
nization shots. 

 Not long ago, reporters had to dig such data out of printed reports. Now the 
information is stored in easily accessible databases. Let’s start with one of the 
more useful sets of data.  

   Census Data 
 Reporters who want to track social change in their community will fi nd cen-

sus data essential. Working mothers, children in nursery school, shifts in family 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

     Unsealing Video 
Gambling Files  

 Reporters for the  Argus 
Leader  in Sioux Falls, S.D., 
wanted to find out who 
owns and operates the 
thousands of video gam-
bling games in the state’s 
bars and restaurants, a 
multimillion-dollar business. 
But they were stymied.  

South Dakota open 
record laws are among 
the worst in the country, 
reporter Jonathan Ellis 
learned. The newspaper 
had to build a database 
using what it found to be 
a hodgepodge of state and 
local records. The task took 
hundreds of hours. But the 
stories revealed how law-
makers and officials “have 
gone out of their way to 
conceal details about the 
business.”  

The series won a 
Sigma Delta Chi Award for 
investigative reporting for 
newspapers with circulation 
under 100,000.    
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patterns and demographic changes—data on all this are available. Reporters have 
used census data to fi nd pockets of elderly residents or ethnic groups and to chart 
changes in the racial makeup of neighborhoods. 

  Civic Profi les   For a story about housing stock, reporters can fi nd the number 
of houses that lack toilets, private baths and hot water. They also can determine 
housing density—the population per square mile. By analyzing who lives in a 
political district, it is possible to predict how the legislator might vote or what 
pressures the representative will face regarding public housing, Social Security 
and other issues. The data also can be used to document the need for daycare cen-
ters, low-cost housing, senior citizen facilities and other services. 

 Printed census reports are available at public and university libraries and at 
many local, state and federal agencies. Each state has a State Data Center, where 
experts can help interpret the data and make comparisons with previous censuses. 
Census data are available from the centers and through the bureau’s Web site, 
 www.census.gov . 

 The Census Bureau takes more than 250 sample surveys a year to moni-
tor trends in employment, population growth, fertility, living arrangements 
and marriage. It makes surveys of a number of activities every five years, 
including housing, agriculture, business, construction, government, manu-
facturing, mineral industry and transportation. (Indeed, the bureau is replac-
ing the decennial “long form” census questionnaire with a rolling survey of 
households to provide more current demographic data. The American Com-
munity Survey ( www.census.gov/acs/www/  produces population and hous-
ing information every year for geographic areas with a population of 65,000 
or more.)   

  Disease and Death Data 
 Some of the best-kept offi cial records are those for disease and death. Doctors, 

clinics and hospitals are required to keep scrupulous records. These are sent to 
city and county health offi ces, which relay them to state and federal agencies. 

 Because this information has been kept for many years, it can provide the 
journalist with an insight into changing community health standards. Infant 
mortality rates are sometimes described as the measure of the civilization of a 
society. These rates show how many children out of 1,000 live births die before 
age 1. 

 The U.S. Census Bureau compiles health statistics on 227 countries around the 
world. Forty-four nations have lower infant mortality rates than the United States, 
according to the bureau’s 2008 International Data Base. The rates in some U.S. 
cities are higher than in some developing countries. 

 Infant mortality is highest in urban areas and poor rural areas and among 
minority, teen-age and unwed mothers. Reporters can make geographic compari-
sons because most local health agencies break the city into health districts. Thus, 
you can compare low-income districts with middle-income districts, or predomi-
nantly white districts with nonwhite districts. 

     Not Just for Geeks  
 “The phrase ‘computer-

assisted journalism’ has 
been an anachronism for a 
long time. It’s a description 
beloved by its  practitioners 
because it sets us apart 
from the unwashed 
masses of the  newsroom—
 colleagues who wouldn’t 
know a function from 
a fraction to save their 
careers and who still puzzle 
over listserv commands. 
But, in truth, every success-
ful journalist—not just the 
geek experts—should have 
a good understanding of 
technology employed in 
a modern newsroom and 
how to use it: spreadsheets, 
databases, intra-nets, scan-
ners, servers, etc.”  

 —Ted Bridis, staff writer, 
The Associated Press     
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 Such data show stark differences. Here are the infant mortality rates for a 
recent year, according to the National Vital Statistics Reports:                     

 Data on death and disease are available from the state health department; from 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention ( www.cdc.gov ); and from the 
National Center for Health Statistics ( www.cdc.gov/nchs ). 

 You can see that a lot of the material that reporters gather is in the form of 
numbers—quantitative data. This takes us to another useful tool, but one that 
makes some journalism students shudder. 

    For more material on how to access and analyze health statistics, see  Useful 
Data  in  NRW Plus.     

  Mathematics for the Reporter 

  The wire service dispatch reads: 

  The average American who lives to the age of 70 consumes in 
that lifetime the equivalent of 150 cattle, 24,000 chickens, 225 
lambs, 26 sheep, 310 hogs, 26 acres of grain and 50 acres of 
fruits and vegetables.  

 A Nevada newspaper reader who saw the story was puzzled. That seemed like 
a lot of meat to consume in a lifetime, he thought. He consulted his butcher, who 
estimated the dressed weights of the various animals listed in the story. They 
came up with a total of 222,695 pounds of meat. The reader wrote the wire ser-
vice that he had done some fi guring. He multiplied 70 years by 365 days to fi nd 
the total number of days in the average person’s lifetime. The fi gure was 25,500 
days. He divided the total meat consumption of 222,695 pounds by 25,500 days. 
“That fi gures out to a whopping 8.7 pounds of meat a day,” he wrote. 

 The wire service retired the reference work from which the item was gleaned. 
 The reporter who handled the story would have avoided embarrassing the wire 

service had he observed Rule No. 1 for numbers: Always check them.  

   Tangled Numbers   A CBS newscast cited a poll that asked whether the United 
States should send its troops into battle in Afghanistan. “Women were more in 
favor than men,” the newscaster read. “Three of ten women approved, whereas 
 only  two of three men approved sending in U.S. troops.” 

 Hold everything. A CBS spokesman clarifi ed the mess his mathematically 
challenged newswriter had created. “The number three seemed larger than two, so 
the writer got his numbers and sexes jumbled.” There’s more to it than that. Even 
if the newswriter had written that two of three men approved and  only  three of ten 

Black White

Infant Mortality Rate 13.26 5.73

Black White

Infant Mortality Rate 13.26 5.73

     Go Figure  
 “He had a generous 

new Warner Bros. contract 
in his pocket, guaranteeing 
him $150,000 annually for 
the next seven years. . . . At 
thirty-four, Ronald Reagan 
was by his own standard, 
‘well fixed,’ with a beautiful 
wife, two pretty children, and 
more than one and a half 
million dollars coming in.”  

 — Dutch,  a biography of 
Reagan, by Edmund Morris     
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women approved, the listener would be left trying to compare thirds and tenths. 
Obviously, the newswriter could not do the simple mathematics that would have 
enabled him to write: 

  Men were more in favor than women. Almost 70  percent 
of the men approved sending in U.S. troops, but only 
30  percent of the women polled approved.  

 Or he could have used fractions: 

  Two-thirds of the men approved, but less than a third of 
the women supported sending in U.S. troops.  

 Or used a ratio: 

  Twice as many men as women approved sending in U.S. 
troops.     

  Basic Calculations 

  To avoid embarrassing errors, reporters must be able to handle three fairly 
simple calculations—how to fi gure a percentage, an average and a rate.  

   Percentages 
 This is probably the most useful calculation in the journalist’s toolbox. We 

use percentages to make comparisons rather than raw numbers because the per-
centage is more easily understood. Percentages are used to compare this year’s 
traffi c deaths with last year’s; the increase or decrease in crimes; population 
shifts. The list is endless. Let’s start with the growing population of the United 
States:         

 The increase is 22,637,818, an unwieldy fi gure. But if we derive a percentage, 
the increase is better understood. 

 To fi nd the percentage increase, we subtract the older fi gure from the new and 
divide the result by the older fi gure:   

   The result is an 8 percent increase. 
 We’ve been reading about the increasing number of Hispanic people in the 

United States, that they constitute a greater percentage of the population than 
people of African descent. True? Let’s check the percentages. (The Census 

2000 Census 2009 Estimated

281,421,906 304,059,724

2000 Census 2009 Estimated

281,421,906 304,059,724
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281 421 906
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281 421 906
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Bureau’s recent fi gures for breakdowns by race are for 2007, when the national 
population estimate was 301,621,157. We’ll use these fi gures.)           

 We can derive percentages for both black and Hispanic groups using the total 
population for 2000 and 2007 and we fi nd:          

      Using percentages, we can see at a glance that the Hispanic population is 
growing at a faster pace than the black population.  

  Averages 
 We’re all familiar with averages, such as a grade point average, average house-

hold income and the average temperature for last month. You compute an average 
by totaling all the numbers (say, the high temperature each day during January) 
and dividing by the number of incidents (in this case, 31 days).   

   So you can write that the average high temperature in January was a frigid 26 
degrees. You can compare that with previous months and with Januarys of previ-
ous years. 

 In the same way, average household income is the total income for all house-
holds divided by the number of households. 

 Averages can get tricky. A baseball player’s batting average, for example, is a 
bit of a misnomer: It’s really a fraction of the whole—the number of hits divided 
by the number of at-bats. Take the fi rst baseman who is in a batting slump. The 
sportswriter says the player has had only nine hits in his last 45 appearances at 
the plate. The sports fan wants to know: What’s that mean in terms of his batting 
average? And so the reporter calculates: Hits divided by plate appearances:       

2000 Census 2007 Estimated

Black 34,658,190 40,744,132

Hispanic 35,305,018 45,504,311

2000 Census 2007 Estimated

Black 34,658,190 40,744,132

Hispanic 35,305,018 45,504,311

   % of Total Population   

2000 2007

Black 12.3 13.5

Hispanic 12.5 15.1

   % of Total Population   

2000 2007

Black 12.3 13.5

Hispanic 12.5 15.1

807

31
26.03�

807

31
26.03�

9

45

1

5
or .2 or .200�

9

45

1

5
or .2 or .200�
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 We drop the decimal point. Our star fi rst baseman is batting a dismal 200. 
He’d better improve or his $4 million salary will go down the drain next year 
when he renegotiates his contract. 

 Averages are important. But as we will see later in this chapter, they aren’t 
always the best way to describe a group of numbers.  

  Rates 
 Reporters work with rates all the time—murder rates, death rates, divorce 

rates, infant mortality rates. Rates tell us more than raw numbers because they 
take factors like the population into consideration. 

 In a recent year, the University of Minnesota reported to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education 1,447 campus incidents of liquor law violations involving 
disciplinary actions or judicial referrals. That same year, Marquette Univer-
sity reported 824 such incidents. Seems as though the Minnesota Gophers are 
hard-drinking guys and dolls, more so than the temperate Marquette students. 

 Hold it. Let’s look at the size of the two schools. The University of Min-
nesota reported a student population of 50,883, Marquette University 11,516. 
Let’s apply the number of liquor law violations to the student population of both 
universities:                     

 Let’s calculate the number of violations per student:     

 These decimals are hard to read, so in most rate calculations we 
use a multiplier. We can multiply by 100 so that we can say that for 
every 100 students at Minnesota, 2.84 were involved with a liquor 
violation, and at Marquette the fi gure was 7.16. But those decimals 
are silly. Who’s heard of .84 of a student or, worse, .16 of a student? 
If we multiply by 1,000 we’ll get these fi gures: 

 For every 1,000 students at the University of Minnesota, 28 were 
involved with a liquor violation, and at Marquette 72 students were 
involved. (We rounded 28.4 to 28 and 71.6 to 72.) You can see that 
by using rates we have a more accurate, more truthful picture of one 
aspect of the campus scene. 

  The bottom line:  Rates are a better indicator than raw numbers. 

Minnesota Marquette

Violations 1,447 824

Population 50,883 11,516

Minnesota Marquette

Violations 1,447 824

Population 50,883 11,516

1,447

50,883
0.0284�

824

11,516
0.0716�

1,447

50,883
0.0284�

824

11,516
0.0716�

   Chug-a-Lug  
  Fraternity members enjoy themselves 

in the mud pit.   

   Thomas E. Carver, 
 Spartanburg Herald-Journal  

  Numbers vs. Rates  

Number of murders in 
a recent year:

New York 496

New Orleans 209

Murder rate (murders 
per 100,000 population):

New York 6.0

New Orleans 94.7

In numbers, New York 
ranked first, New Orleans 
ninth in the country. In 
rates, New Orleans ranked 
first, New York 132nd 
among cities with more 
than 100,000 residents.
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 See  Campus Crime  in  NRW Plus  for material about FBI crime data.    

  Ratios 
 Four pages back we showed the infant mortality rates of black (13.26) and 

white (5.73) children. The fi gures are a stunning indication of a serious health 
problem in the United States. But the fi gures would have even greater impact if a 
ratio (the comparison between numbers) were used. 

 To calculate a ratio, we take the larger number and divide it by the smaller:     

 That’s more than two to one, which allows us to write that black babies died at 
a rate almost two and a half times greater than white infants.    

  Means, Modes and Medians 

  How would you describe the average salary at J.C. Walnut and Co., an uphol-
stery shop whose employees are on strike? Walnut says it is $31,140, and he has 
put a sign in his window saying so and telling his customers that the employees 
are ungrateful. 

 Here is how the annual salaries for the company break down:

   • 72,500 (1) Mr. Walnut  

   59,600 (1) Son Theodore  

   30,500 (4) Master craftsmen  

   25,200 (6) Upholsterers  

   20,600 (3) Laborers    

 If we add up the salaries, being careful to multiply by the number of work-
ers in each category, we reach a total payroll of $467,100. To fi nd the average 
Walnut reached, we divide by 15, the total number of people on the payroll. The 
average is $31,140. So Walnut is right, right? Wrong. 

 Darrell Huff, the author of books about mathematics, says, “When you are told 
something is an ‘average,’ you still don’t know very much about it unless you can 
fi nd out what kind of average it is: mean, median, or mode.”

    Mean:  This is the average Walnut used. To derive it, we add up all the fi g-
ures in our set and divide by the total number of individual components.  

   Mode:  The component occurring most often in a listing of components.  

   Median:  The midpoint in a grouping.    

 The mean distorts when there are unusually high or low components. Here, 
Walnut and son Theodore make far more than anyone else, and so the average 
salary tilts toward the high end. 

•

•

•

•

•

13 26

5 73
2 31

.

.
.�

13 26

5 73
2 31

.

.
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     Try This  
 “There are three kinds 

of journalists—those who 
are good at math and those 
who aren’t.”  

 —Old newsroom joke     

     You Get a Zero  
 A recent posting on an 

e-mail list for journalists 
asked: “If there were zero 
individuals who carpooled 
in 1990, and 7 who 
carpooled in 2000, that’s a 
700% change, right?”  

“No, it’s not. To cal-
culate change over time, 
you take the most recent 
number (7), subtract the 
old number (0), and divide 
by the old number. But 
it’s impossible to divide 
by 0—so in this case, you 
can’t compute percentage 
change.”    
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 The mode here is $25,200, which is the most frequently occurring salary. 
 The median, which is often used in describing a set of numbers, requires you 

to list all the salaries to fi nd the midpoint: 

 Look at this list of 15 numbers. The midpoint is the eighth on the list because 
there are seven salaries above it and seven below it. The eighth salary on the list 
is $25,200, which is the same as the mode. 

 Our fi gure of $25,200 is considerably less than Walnut’s average of $31,140. 
And if we use some common sense, we realize that only the employees are 
on strike, so what is Walnut doing putting his and his son’s salaries in the 
computation? 

 Take out the top two on the list and we get 13 salaries. The mode and the 
median are still $25,200. The mean is $25,769. 

 An important note about computer skills: If you have spreadsheet software, 
you don’t have to manually list all of the numbers in a set to calculate the median 
or do painstaking addition and division to calculate the average. Programs such 
as Microsoft Excel have built-in formulas that will instantly compute the mean, 
median and mode. 

 Let’s take this a step further before we leave the delightful realm of mathemat-
ics. Let’s look behind the median. There’s more here than meets the eye.   

  Analyzing Averages 

  The Census Bureau recently announced that the median household income was 
$50,233. But wait a minute. Common sense, based on our reading and experience, 
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tells us that income varies widely by race, ethnicity and gender. We want a break-
down of the median. Look at what we fi nd:       

 These fi gures tell us something about the nature of our society: The median 
household income of blacks is 62 percent that of whites; for Hispanics, it’s 
70 percent. 

 We also can see that men make more than women:   

 In other words, for every $1 a man earned, a woman earned about 78 cents. 
For more on how to access and analyze income statistics, see  Income Data  in 

 NRW Plus.      

  Personalizing Numbers 

  Numbers tell us a great deal about the way we live. But for journalists, numbers 
are the starting point. Behind the percentages, rates and averages are human be-
ings, and it is their story that the journalist is obliged to tell. 

 That’s what Phoebe Zerwick of the  Winston-Salem Journal  did after learn-
ing that the infant mortality rate in North Carolina was among the highest in the 

Median Household Income

Asian      $66,103

White  54,920

Hispanic  38,679

Black  33,916

Median Household Income

Asian      $66,103

White  54,920

Hispanic  38,679

Black  33,916

     Median Individual Income     

Men $45,113

Women  35,102

     Median Individual Income     

Men $45,113

Women  35,102

 In early 2009, House Minority Leader Eric Cantor criticized 
the Democrats’ stimulus package, telling Fox News: “For every 
dollar that is spent to help small business, $4 is being spent 
to help upkeep the grass on the lawns of Washington.” 

 How did Cantor get his numbers? He said the stimulus 
plan included $200 million to revitalize the National Mall 
and $41 million in direct aid to small businesses. 

 As part of its Pulitzer-winning PolitiFact Web site, the 
 St. Petersburg Times  applied its Truth-O-Meter to Cantor’s 

  The Truth-O-Meter 

statement. The newspaper noted that only a “small por-
tion” of the $200 million would be for turf replacement—
and that small businesses likely would get the $41 million 
every year—plus a large chunk of an additional $880 million 
targeted to businesses in the stimulus plan. 

 “Cantor has grossly distorted the numbers to make a 
point about the need for more small business benefi ts,” 
PolitiFact said. “We rule his statement false.”  
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nation and that the death rate of black infants in the  Journal ’s home county was 
more than twice the state average. Zerwick gave the fi gures a human dimension. 
One of her stories calling attention to the toll begins this way: 

 
  Yvette Johnson took her punishment for 

smoking crack day after day as she watched 
her 3-pound son struggle to live. 

 “Even today, after being clean for four 
years, I still remember those months,” 
 Johnson said. 

 “Seeing this baby suffer, seeing those 
needles and tubes and seizures, I really felt 
it was my fault,” she said. “The only way I 
could say I was sorry was to go there every 
day and stay clean. 

 “Basically my son died about 10 times 
in the hospital. That was the worst pun-
ishment that I could actually say a person 
could have given me. Jail wouldn’t have done 
no good. A whipping would have done no 
good. 

 “For the fi rst three-and-a-half months 
I didn’t do nothing. I just sat there and 
looked at my baby and cried.”  

   Personalizing the Smoker 
 “An estimated 50 million Americans smoked 600 billion cigarettes last year,” 

the story about a local anti-smoking proposal said. The city editor calls you, the 
reporter handling the story, to the desk. 

 “Let’s put this and a lot of the other fi gures into some understandable terms,” 
he tells you. “In this case, why not follow the sentence with one that says, ‘This 
means the average smoker lit up so many cigarettes a day.’ ” 

 Back at your desk, you make a few simple calculations: 600 billion cigarettes 
smoked a year  �  50  million smokers  �  12,000 cigarettes per smoker a year. 

 You want average daily use, so you make the next calculation: 12,000 ciga-
rettes a year  �  365  days  �  32.87 cigarettes per smoker a day. 

 You round that off to 33—a pack and a half a day. A reader can see the smoker 
crumpling up a pack and smoking halfway through a second pack for his or her 
daily dose. This is more graphic than the millions and billions, which depersonal-
ize the story.   

 For more about the use of mathematics, see  More Math  in  NRW Plus.     

  Public Opinion Polling 

  Abortion. Prayer in school. Gun control. Tax increases. Voting for the presi-
dent, the mayor. How do we stand on these issues; how will we vote? In the past, 
the answers were hardly convincing. Reporters would chat with politicians, those 
supposedly perceptive insiders with delicate olfactory organs attuned to the mild-
est breezes. The result might be interesting reading, but it had no predictive value 
whatsoever. 
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100 Part Three Writing the Story

 Now, the science of surveying gives the journalist a surer hand to reach into 
areas of coverage that before had been handled with impressions and conjecture.          

  Polls are used for a variety of stories. The well-designed poll can tell with a 
fair degree of accuracy not only what people think of a president’s performance, 
but also whether a proposed school bond issue is popular in a middle-class sec-
tion of the community or what types of daycare are favored by working mothers. 
Polls have been used to determine whether Catholics approve of abortion, how 
people feel about the death penalty, what African Americans think of affi rmative 
action.  The New York Times  even ran a survey that established that 87 percent of 
3- to 10-year-olds believe in Santa Claus. 

 Recognizing the value of polls and surveys, many newspapers and television 
stations have hired pollsters and polling organizations. The reporter is still essen-
tial, for the poll can supply only the information. Journalists must make the poll 
into news. To do this, they must understand how polls work and their possibilities 
and limits.      

  Use with Care   The poll is a systematic way of fi nding out what people are 
thinking at a given time by questioning a sample population. It can provide a 
fairly accurate snapshot of a situation at that time. 

 Poll results have to be read carefully. Some are designed and interpreted in 
ways to favor a product, a point of view, a candidate. How would you read the 
following poll results to a proposition about gay marriage? 

  Proposition 

  Gays and lesbians should be able to marry legally.   

  Answer Choices and Results 

  1. Yes—25 percent.  

  2. No legal recognition of gay marriages—37 percent.  

  3. Civil unions for gay partners are OK—35 percent yes.   

  Interpretations 

  1. 72 percent oppose gay marriage.  

  2. 60 percent favor gay marriage or civil unions.     

  Political Polls 
 There are hundreds of polling organizations and fi rms. Most are local groups 

that conduct marketing surveys. The big fi rms—Gallup and Harris—handle com-
mercial clients, too, but are best known for their political polls and surveys. It is 
this political polling that so often fi nds its way into newspapers and news broad-
casts. During the 2008 presidential race, journalists often relied on sites such as 
 Pollster.com  and  FiveThirtyEight.com , which aggregate the results of several 

Language Barrier
 With the increasing 

numbers of Latinos and 
Asians in the population, 
pollsters who use English 
only in asking questions 
of these people will not 
get an accurate result. In 
California, Latinos asked 
questions in English favored 
a proposition 52 to 42 
percent. Asked in Spanish, 
15 percent supported the 
measure, and 69 percent 
were opposed. 

     Another warning:  
 Increasing numbers of 

Americans have “cut the 
cord.” Instead of using a 
traditional telephone line, 
they have only a cell phone. 
As a result, they may be 
missed by most telephone 
polls.    
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     Another warning:  
 Increasing numbers of 

Americans have “cut the 
cord.” Instead of using a 
traditional telephone line, 
they have only a cell phone. 
As a result, they may be 
missed by most telephone 
polls.    
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polls so that trends can become clearer. Unfortunately, the news media often 
dwell on the “horse race”—obsessing over who’s ahead—instead of using polling 
data to write about people and the issues they care about. 

 Many journalists also ignore the limitations of polls. They fail to consider or 
report the margin of error, the number of people surveyed, how respondents were 
chosen, when the poll was conducted and how the questions were worded and 
ordered. 

 Although reputable pollsters pretest their questions, ambiguities do creep in. 
Reporters always should examine the questions behind the polling data to make 
sure that they are clear and, for polls conducted for private clients, to ascertain 
whether they are loaded.            

  Winners and Losers 
 Journalists must be careful about their tendency to heed the demands of readers 

and listeners for defi nitive opinions and for winners and losers. A poll can only 
state what people say they are thinking or how voters say they will vote at the time 
they are polled, and sometimes even then the contests are too close to call. 

 Journalists should remember this: People change their minds; polls cannot 
guarantee that behavior will be consistent with intentions. 

 Reputable pollsters know just how far they can take their data. But they are 
often under pressure to pick winners in election contests. When pre-election polls 
indicate a 60–40 percent breakdown, a pollster feels at ease in choosing the win-
ner. But when an editor, refl ecting the desire of readers and listeners, asks for a 
choice in a 44–42 race with 14 percent undecided, then trouble lies ahead. 

 For a more detailed explanation of polling, see  More about Polls  in  NRW 
Plus.        

Reporting
 “There is no substi-

tute for what you see and 
hear. This is as true in 
the age of the Internet as 
before it, perhaps more so, 
because the temptations to 
shortcuts and the means to 
take them have multiplied 
beyond measure.”  

 —Roger Cohen, 
international writer at large,  

The New York Times 

Reporting
 “There is no substi-

tute for what you see and 
hear. This is as true in 
the age of the Internet as 
before it, perhaps more so, 
because the temptations to 
shortcuts and the means to 
take them have multiplied 
beyond measure.”  

 —Roger Cohen, 
international writer at large,  

The New York Times 

   Summing Up 

 Journalists have an array of research and reporting tools that, if used with 
intelligence and care, can lead to accurate, thorough and high-impact stories. 
The tools enable reporters to access a range of reference material, fi nd sources 
and other resources for their stories, and obtain and analyze a vast amount of 
information.              

  Further Reading 

 Boswell, Wendy.  About.com Guide to Online Research: Navigate the Web—from 
RSS and the Invisible Web to Multimedia and the Blogosphere.  Avon, Mass.: 
Adams Media, 2007. 

 Calishain, Tara.  Information Trapping: Real-Time Research on the Web.  Upper 
Saddle River, N.J.: New Riders Press, 2006. 
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 Cohen, Sarah.  Numbers in the Newsroom: Using Math and Statistics in News.  
Columbia, Mo.: Investigative Reporters and Editors, 2001. 

 Cohn, Victor, and Lewis Cope.  News & Numbers: A Guide to Reporting 
Statistical Claims and Controversies in Health and Other Fields,  2nd ed. 
Ames, Iowa: Blackwell Professional, 2001. 

 Hock, Randolph.  The Extreme Searcher’s Internet Handbook: A Guide for the 
Serious Searcher.  Medford, N.J.: Information Today, 2007. 

 Houston, Brant.  The Investigative Reporter’s Handbook: A Guide to Docu-
ments, Databases, and Techniques.  Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2008. 

 Huff, Darrell, and Irving E. Gers.  How to Lie with Statistics.  New York: 
Norton, 1993. 

 Meyer, Philip.  Precision Journalism: A Reporter’s Introduction to Social 
Science Methods,  4th ed. Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld Publishers, 
2002. 

 Paulos, John Allen.  A Mathematician Reads the Newspaper.  New York: 
Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1996.   

Basic Job Tools
 “Candidates for jobs 

with the  Times  need to 
know how to work with at 
least one kind of blogging 
software, like WordPress 
or TypePad; should know 
enough HTML or Flash to 
be able to format a simple 
Web page; should have at 
least a passing acquain-
tance with a photo editing 
program like Photoshop; 
be comfortable  working 
with spreadsheets in 
something like Excel; and 
ideally should be able 
to work with a graphics 
program and video, slide or 
audio editing program like 
SoundSlides or Final Cut Pro 
or  GarageBand or iMovie; 
and should understand the 
principles of a content man-
agement system.  

“Let me then add 
quickly that there’s almost 
nobody who has all these 
skills in equal measure, and 
almost no job that requires 
them all in equal measure. 
The point is to have at least 
a basic understanding of 
all of those things to show 
flexibility and the ability to 
learn.”  

— Merrill Perlman,  
The New York Times 

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch04_076-102.indd   102men11994_ch04_076-102.indd   102 12/17/09   4:42:49 PM12/17/09   4:42:49 PM



 The effective story lead meets two requirements. It captures the essence 
of the event, and it cajoles the reader or listener into staying awhile. 

  We slept last night in the enemy’s camp.
—By a correspondent for the  Mem-
phis Daily Appeal,  after the fi rst day 
of the Civil War Battle of Shiloh . . . 

 Millionaire Harold F. McCormick today 
bought a poor man’s youth. 

 —Carl Victor Little, UP, following 
McCormick’s male gland transplant 
operation in the early 1920s. UP’s New 
York Offi ce quickly killed the lead and 
sent out a sub (substitute lead) . . . 

 The million-to-one shot came in. Hell 
froze over. A month of Sundays hit the cal-
endar. Don Larsen today pitched a  no-hit, 

   The Lead   5 

   Preview 
 The lead gives the reader the sense of the story to 

 follow. There are two basic types of leads: 

  •  Direct:  This lead tells the reader or listener the most 
important aspect of the story at once. It is usually used 
on breaking news events. 

  •  Delayed:  This lead entices the reader or listener into 
the story by hinting at its contents. It usually is used for 
features.  

 The lead sentence usually contains one idea and 
 follows the subject-verb-object sentence structure for 
 clarity. It should not exceed 35 words. 

    Dramatic rescue requires direct lead.  

Michael Norcia,  New York Post 

  Follow the facts, 
 wherever they take you.  
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no-run, no-man-reach-fi rst game in a World 
Series. 

 —Shirley Povich,  The Washington 
Post & Times Herald,  on the  perfect 
game the Yankee pitcher hurled against 
the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1956 . . . 

 “I feel as if I had been pawed by dirty 
hands,” said Martha Graham. 

 —Walter Terry, dance critic of  The 
New York Herald Tribune,  after two 
members of Congress denounced 
Graham’s dancing as “erotic” 

 What price Glory? Two eyes, two legs, 
an arm—$12 a month. 

 —St. Clair McKelway,   Washington 
Herald,  in a story about a disabled 
World War I veteran living in poverty 

 Snow, followed by small boys on sleds. 
 —H. Allen Smith,  New York World-
Telegram,  in the weather forecast   

   Rule Breakers, but Memorable  

 These leads defy almost every canon decreed by those who prescribe standards 
of journalistic writing. The fi rst lead violates the rule demanding the reporter’s an-
onymity. The UP lead is in questionable taste. Povich’s lead has four sentences and 
three clichés. Terry’s lead is a quote lead and McKelway’s asks a question—both 
violations of the standards. Smith’s weather forecast is a little joke. 

 Yet, the leads are memorable. 
 They work because they meet the two requirements of lead writing: They sym-

bolize in graphic fashion the heart of the event, and they entice the reader to read 
on. Here are two leads from New York City newspapers that appeared the morn-
ing after the mayor announced his new budget. Which is better?   

  Mayor Lindsay listed facilities for pub-
lic safety yesterday as his top spending pri-
ority for next year, shifting from his pledge 
of a year ago to make clean streets his fi rst 
objective in capital expenditures. 

 — The New York Times  

 Mayor Lindsay dropped his broom and 
picked up the nightstick yesterday, setting 
law enforcement facilities as the top prior-
ity in the city’s construction plans for the 
coming fi scal year. 

 — Daily News   

  Great Beginnings  

 The business of luring the reader into a story is hardly confi ned to journalis-
tic writing. Andrew E. Svenson, the prolifi c author of many of the Nancy Drew, 

     More Fiction Than Fact  
 McKelway’s lead, used 

in several editions of this 
textbook, has been cited in 
books and articles to illus-
trate a nation’s callousness 
to those who have made 
sacrifices in its wars. But 
the lead and most of the 
story McKelway wrote is a 
fabrication, McKelway later 
admitted.  

Frank Herron of  The 
Post-Standard  in Syracuse, 
N.Y., did the sleuthing 
and came up with a  New 
Yorker  article McKelway 
wrote in 1957, 35 years 
after his piece, written as 
a young and imaginative 
reporter, appeared. In his 
article, McKelway said the 
veteran’s original injury was 
not war-connected but the 
result of a training accident 
in the Philippines.  

His major injuries were 
the result of his contract-
ing “two diseases of the 
kind I recognized as being 
unmentionable,” McKelway 
wrote. The serviceman had 
been treated for them and 
discharged from the Army. 
He was advised to continue 
treatments, but failed to 
do so.  

Three years later, he was 
arrested in San Francisco as 
a street beggar and turned 
over to an Army hospital, 
which found his diseases 
had progressed to cost the 
ex-soldier his eyesight and 
the amputation of both 
legs and an arm, McKelway 
wrote—35 years later.    
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Bobbsey Twins and Hardy Boys juvenile books, said that the trick in writing is to 
set up danger, mystery and excitement on page 1 to convince the child to turn the 
page. He said he had rewritten page 1 as many as 20 times. 

 The great Russian writer Leo Tolstoy said the idea behind good writing is 
jumping “straight into the action.” 

 The Old Testament begins with simple words in a short sentence: “In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” 

 Everyone remembers great beginnings: 

  It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 
was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredu-
lity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of 
hope, it was the winter of despair.  

 As most high school students know, that is how Charles Dickens began  A Tale 
of Two Cities.  Another book, written 92 years later, is also familiar to high school 
readers, probably because the beginning trapped them into reading further: 

  If you really want to hear about it, the fi rst thing you’ll probably want to know 
is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents 
were occupied, and all that David Copperfi eld kind of crap, but I don’t feel like 
going into it, if you want to know the truth.  

 The writer—J. D. Salinger. The book— The Catcher in the Rye.    

  Importance of the Lead  

 The writer Henry Fairlie says, “Every journalist who has ever struggled with 
[a lead] knows why it can take so much effort. It is as important to him as to the 
reader. Writing it concentrates the mind wonderfully, forcing him to decide what 
in the story is important, what he wants to emphasize, and can eventually give the 
shape to the rest of the story as he writes it.” 

 Thomas Boswell of  The Washington Post  says of the lead that “once you fi nd 
that idea or thread, all the other anecdotes, illustrations and quotes are pearls that 
hang on this thread. The thread may seem very humble, the pearls may seem very 
fl ashy, but it’s still the thread that makes the necklace.” 

 John McPhee, a  New Yorker  writer who has written a dozen books and scores 
of articles, says, “I’ve often heard writers say that if you have written your lead 
you have 90 percent of your story.” That’s because the lead points the way to the 
body of the story. The lead sets up the rest of the story: 

     Classic Lead  
 It was called “the crime 

of the century,” the thrill 
murder in 1924 of 14-year-
old Bobby Franks by Nathan 
F. Leopold and Richard A. 
Loeb, two well-educated 
young men. The trial brought 
out the eloquence of Clar-
ence Darrow in defending 
the pair, who were spared 
execution but were sen-
tenced to life plus 99 years.  

In 1936 in Joliet Peni-
tentiary, Loeb made what a 
fellow prisoner described as 
improper advances, and the 
convict slashed Loeb with a 
straight-edge razor, killing 
him. Edwin A. Lahey wrote 
this lead for  The Chicago 
Daily News,  a lead some 
consider unequaled in the 
annals of leads:  

Despite his fine col-
lege education, Richard 
Loeb today ended 
his sentence with a 
proposition.    
However, attempts to 

find Lahey’s lead in old 
copies of the newspaper 
have proved fruitless. An 
article in U.S.News & World 
Report, Dec. 2, 2009, 
by John Aloysius Farrell 
describes possible sources.

     Poems, Too  
 The great American poet 

Robert Frost understood 
how the beginning shapes 
the work. In his “The Figure 
a Poem Makes,” he wrote 
of a poem that “it assumes 
direction with the first line 
laid down.”    

  DAILY CITY, California—There can 
be no quiet goodbye for a slain Hells Angel 
leader. 

 The funeral of Mark “Papa” Guardado, 
the 46-year-old president of the San Francisco 
chapter shot down after a barroom brawl, 
brought about 2,000 Hells Angels to Duggan’s 

Serra Mortuary in Daly City, most driving 
the biggest, baddest, loudest Harleys ever. 

 They came from chapters all over the 
country, not to mention Stuttgart, Germany; 
Alberta, Canada, and Melbourne, Australia. 

 An overfl ow crowd of hundreds of 
members sat or stood in the funeral home 
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 We say that the body of the story amplifi es or buttresses the lead. The “no 
quiet goodbye” in this lead is amplifi ed in the second paragraph: “biggest, bad-
dest, loudest Harleys ever,” and in the third paragraph: “An overfl ow crowd of 
hundreds . . . creating a spectacle. . . .”   

  Finding the Lead  

 Leads emerge from the reporting. Much of the time, the idea for the lead is 
clear during the reporting: a speeding car goes through a stop sign and kills a mo-
torcyclist . . . the city council adopts a record $450 million budget . . . the Pistons 
defeat the Lakers on a last-minute basket . . . Michael Jackson dies . . . Renee 
Menton wins a Merit Scholarship. 

 Boiled down to a sentence, the lead captures the essential or unique element or 
elements of the story. When Barack Obama was elected president in 2008, the unique 
element was his race, and that was noted in all the leads about the election result: 

  A Parade of Chrome  
  San Francisco Chronicle  

parking lot for two hours, creating a spec-
tacle that attracted hundreds of gawkers, 

a full court press and police from three 
cities. . . .  
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  Barack Obama won the presidency Tues-
day, the fi rst African-American to claim the 
highest offi ce in the land, an improbable can-
didate fulfi lling a once-impossible dream. 

 — Anniston Star   

 The  New York Times  story began with this lead: 

  Barack Hussein Obama was elected the 
44th president of the United States on Tues-
day, sweeping away the last racial barrier in 
American politics with ease as the country 
chose him its fi rst black chief executive.    

  Writing the Lead  

 If you see a reporter perspiring heavily despite the air conditioning, you’ll know 
why. McPhee says, “The fi rst part—the lead, the beginning—is the hardest part of 
all to write. You have tens of thousands of words to choose from, after all—and only 
one can start the story, then one after that, and so forth. What will you choose?” Rick 
Bragg, who won a Pulitzer Prize for feature writing, says, “The lead is brutally hard. 
I think I write pretty good leads, but it’s brutally, brutally hard for me.” 

 Veteran reporters John W. Chancellor and Walter R. Mears say that the best 
way to write good leads “is to think of them in advance—to frame the lead while 
the story is unfolding.” Experienced journalists do this. As they report, they ask 
themselves, “What’s this story really about?” Thinking the lead during the report-
ing guides the reporting. 

 If you know what the heart of the story is—the lead idea—then you are able to 
direct your reporting toward gathering the buttressing and explanatory information 
necessary to document the lead. You can ask the right questions, look for the spe-
cifi cs, search out the anecdotes and graphic detail that make the story come alive.      

  Stumped?   Editors, experienced reporters, novelists and essayists offer all sorts 
of advice. Look out the window. Walk around for a bit. 

 Some writing coaches say, “Just start writing the body of the story. As you go 
along, the lead will come to you.” Bad advice. In the fi rst place, most news stories 
are written under deadline pressure—the 6 o’clock newscast, the 10 p.m. fi rst 
edition, the insatiable demands of the Web site. Even monthly magazine writers 
talk of deadline pressure. There’s no time to fi ddle while the editor twiddles her 
thumbs waiting for copy. You’re expected to churn out the story  NOW.  Just as 
important, unfocused writing can become a habit, a bad one.   

  Finding the Thread 
 Let’s walk through some scenarios. We’ll watch reporters search for their leads, 

sometimes successfully, sometimes not. 

     To the Point  
 “You don’t want a lot 

of highfalutin waffle before 
you get to the point. If you 
read the whole of the first 
paragraph of a story and 
still don’t know what it’s 
about, it’s no good.”  
 —Lord Hartwell, last of the 

Fleet Street press barons     
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 A thief broke into an auto parts store and stole a batch of batteries. Here’s 
how a reporter for  The Charlotte Observer  wrote the story along with an analysis 
provided by her editor: 

  Thieves Get 36 Batteries 

 Thieves who entered a Charlotte auto 
parts store stole 36 Delco batteries, police 
were told yesterday. 

 Crowell Erskine, 49, manager of the 
Piedmont Auto Exchange at 410 Atando 
Ave., told offi cers the store was broken into 
between 5 p.m. Tuesday and 8 a.m. Wednes-
day by thieves knocking a hole in the rear 
wall of the one-story brick building. 

 Erskine said the batteries were valued at 
$539.18. 

 — The Charlotte Observer   

  Analysis 

    1. The lead focuses on the basic idea, the theft of a batch of batteries. The reporter 
knows the reader opens the newspaper each day with the question “ What  hap-
pened today?”  

   2. The reporter answers what he or she thinks will be the logical questions a 
reader might ask, “ Where  did the break-in occur?  When  did it happen?  How  
was it done?” The answers to those questions explain and amplify the lead.  

   3. Background is provided. The reporter knows the reader will want to be told the 
value of the goods stolen.    

  Other Scenarios   Let’s say that the thief had somehow managed to bring off 
the job in broad daylight. Then  when  the theft occurred and  how  it was managed 
would be the main elements in the lead, the thread along which the story would 
be written. 

 Had the thief scaled a 15-foot wall to gain entry,  how  the theft was managed 
would be placed in the lead. 

 If the thief left a note in the store apologizing for his act and saying he needed 
the money to pay medical bills for his sick wife,  why  the theft occurred—accord-
ing to the thief—would be put into the lead.  

  The Five W’s and an H   The most important element always forms the basic 
idea for the lead. To fi nd that basic element, the reporter anticipates the questions 
the reader will ask and then answers them. These questions have been summa-
rized as  who, what, when, where, why,  and  how —the Five W’s and an H. 

 The question and the answer that come closest to the nature of the event pro-
vide the building blocks for the lead. When this happens, when the lead idea starts 
the story, we have a  direct  lead. For feature stories, the lead idea may be placed 
further down in the story, in which case we say we have a  delayed  lead. 
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Chapter 5 The Lead 109

 More about these two types of leads later. For now, two more scenarios of 
reporters searching for leads for their stories.   

  Burying the Lead 
 The most common mistake young reporters make is burying the lead. That is, the 

main idea is swimming somewhere in the body of the story instead of being placed 
in the lead. Here are a couple of examples taken from student news stories: 

  The Student Council met last night to 
discuss and adopt next year’s budget. 

 The university has changed its stand on 
admissions policies and will put them into 
effect in two years.  

 The reader has to wade through a few paragraphs before getting to the point: 
that the budget for next year includes $4,500 to bring “diverse speakers” to the 
campus; that the university adopted a “need-blind admission policy” that should 
make for a more diverse student body. These belong in the lead. 

  Frank’s Struggle   Let’s watch a student write a story about the local United 
Way Campaign. Frank thought that the midpoint of the drive might be a good 
time to check progress. Here is the story he turned in: 

  The local United Way Campaign today issued its second 
weekly report in its current campaign to raise $750,000 
for next year’s activities. 

 Tony Davis, the campaign chairman, said that donations 
in the fi rst two weeks had exceeded last year’s fund-raising 
at a similar time. 

 “We’ve collected $350,000, and that’s about $25,000 
ahead of last year,” Davis said. “Thanks to the work of our 
downtown volunteers, the local merchants have been can-
vassed more thoroughly than ever before, and their gifts 
have been very generous.” 

 The month-long drive seeks funds for 28 local organiza-
tions, including the Big Brothers, Senior Citizens House and 
a new program to aid crippled children.   

  The Problem   The story is clear but it has a glaring fault: The basic idea or 
theme was placed in the second paragraph. Occasionally, a reporter will inten-
tionally delay the lead, usually for dramatic effect. This was no such instance. 
The most signifi cant fact Frank gleaned from his reporting was that the campaign 
was running ahead of last year’s receipts. And because this is a straightforward or 
spot news story, the progress report should have been placed in the lead. Given 
this advice by his instructor, Frank rewrote the story: 

  The United Way Campaign to raise $750,000 is running 
ahead of last year’s drive at the midway point. 
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 Tony Davis, the campaign chairman, said today that in 
the fi rst two weeks of the month-long fund drive, $350,000 
had been collected. That is $25,000 ahead of last year’s col-
lections at this time. 

 “Thanks to the work of our downtown volunteers, the 
local merchants have been . . .”  

 The same set of facts was given to a reporting and writing class. Here are some 
of the leads that emerged: 

  Tony Davis, the chairman of the United Way Campaign, 
reported today that the fund drive is running ahead of schedule. 

 The United Way Campaign has collected $350,000, which 
is $25,000 ahead of last year’s drive at this time. 

 Local merchants were credited today with helping to push 
the United Way Campaign closer and faster toward its goal 
of $750,000.  

 In each of these leads, the basic idea is the same: Collections are ahead of those 
of last year. This is the most important element and it must be the basis of the lead.   

  Pregnant Teen-Agers 
 Let’s accompany Sarah as she works on a story about a talk she has just cov-

ered. A Harvard sociologist spoke about teen-age pregnancy to a campus audi-
ence. He said that the bill for social services, special schools, lost work hours and 
hospital care for the infants, who are often born prematurely, adds up to several 
billion dollars a year. 

 “Last year,” he said, “about 375,000 unmarried teen-agers gave birth, and 
almost as many teen-agers had abortions. The dollar costs have been enormous, 
to say nothing of the social costs.” 

 Sarah is writing for the campus newspaper. She has a couple of hours before 
deadline. If she were working for a newspaper with a Web site, or a radio or TV 
station, she would not have the luxury of time to think about her lead and story. 
As Chancellor and Mears state in their book  The News Business:  

  When you’ve got to run to a telephone to start dictating, or when you’ve got to 
go on camera and start talking, the one thing you really need is to have a lead in 
your head. It doesn’t have to be fancy, but if you frame it properly, the rest of the 
story will fl ow from it in a natural and graceful way.  

 Sarah knows that if she can identify the heart of the talk, her story will just 
about organize itself because the next several paragraphs after the lead will con-
sist of quotes that buttress and amplify the lead material she has selected. Easier 
said than done, she muses. 

 Well, what’s her lead? She had better start writing, and she does: 

  A Harvard sociologist studying teen-age pregnancy gave 
a speech last night to more than 200 students and faculty 
members in Hall Auditorium.  
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  No Good   Sarah isn’t happy with her lead. She talks to herself: 

   Trouble. That’s called burying or backing into the lead. All this kind of 
lead tells the reader is that the speaker spoke to an audience, which is hardly 
 interesting or important enough to merit anyone’s attention. He did say some-
thing  interesting—in fact, he made several interesting points.   

 Sarah had been surprised by the large number of teen-agers who gave birth and 
the number of abortions among these young women. Lead material? 

 Not really, she reasons, because the speaker devoted most of his talk to the 
cost of teen-age pregnancy. This information was clearly the most important. She 
could work the fi gures into the second and third paragraphs to explain the reasons 
for the high cost. Sarah writes: 

  A Harvard sociologist said last night that teen-age preg-
nancy is costing the country billions of dollars a year. 

 Gerald Cantor told 200 students and faculty members in 
Hall Auditorium that the annual costs associated with the 
pregnancies of almost 750,000 unmarried women under the 
age of 20 “are vastly greater than we had thought.” 

 He attributed the costs to social services. . . .   

  Almost There   Sarah pauses to read what she has written. She is satisfi ed that she 
has found the most important part of the talk for her lead, that she has identifi ed the 
speaker properly and placed the talk, that she has kept the Five W’s and an H in 
mind. . . . Wait. She isn’t happy with the word  said  in her lead. Not very exciting. 

   Should I make it warned? Or is that too strong? He really didn’t warn. I’ll 
leave it as is.     

  A Race for Congress 
 Here is a lead a reporter wrote about a congressional race. He thought he had 

answered the fi rst questions writers ask themselves when writing a lead.  What  
happened?  Who  was involved—who said it or did it? 

  Replies of Rep. Ronald A. Sarasin and William R. Ratch-
ford, candidates in the Fifth Congressional race, to a 

 Reporters ask themselves four questions in their search 
for suitable leads to their stories:

    1.  What  was the most important or unusual thing that 
happened?  

   2.  Who  was involved—who did it or who said it?  

  How Reporters Think Leads: The Guides 

   3. Is a direct or a delayed lead best? (Does the theme of 
the story go in the fi rst sentence or somewhere within 
the fi rst six paragraphs?)  

   4. Is there a colorful word or dramatic phrase I can work 
into the lead?     
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 Connecticut League of Women Voters questionnaire were 
released today.  

 He did include  what  had happened and  who  was involved. But he did not make 
his answer to the fi rst question suffi ciently specifi c. What did they say in their 
replies? The reporter reached this answer down in the story, but his editor pointed 
out that voters want to know the opinions and positions of their candidates quickly 
in stories about politics. Such events do not lend themselves to delayed leads. 

 A better lead for the political story might have been: 

  Ronald A. Sarasin and William R. Ratchford, candidates 
for Congress in the Fifth District, agree that fi nancing Social 
Security is the major domestic issue facing the nation.  

 The next paragraph might have included the background information that the 
reporter had mistakenly put into his lead: 

  Their positions on Social Security and on other issues 
were released today by the Connecticut League of Women 
Voters. The League had sent its questionnaires to all major 
candidates for offi ce.  

 The subsequent paragraphs would expand the Social Security theme and intro-
duce additional material from the replies of the candidates.    

  Types of Leads  

 If you look back at the leads we have been discussing—the United Way Cam-
paign, pregnant teen-agers and a race for Congress—you will see that they took 
the reader and the listener directly to the main idea or theme of the story. They are 
appropriately called  direct leads.  Although young journalists are offered long lists 
of lead types, there are really only two types, the  direct  and the  delayed  lead. The 
 who  and the  what  leads, the  anecdotal, contrast  and  shotgun  leads, the  question, 
quote  and  gag  leads—they all fall into these two categories. 

 Let’s look more closely at the direct lead, and then we will examine the delayed 
lead.  

   Direct Lead 
 The direct lead is the workhorse of journalism. It is used to begin most stories 

and almost always to begin online news stories. As we have seen, the direct lead 
focuses on the theme of the event in the fi rst paragraph. The surest way to test a 
reporter’s competence, editors say, is to see whether his or her leads on spot news 
events move directly to the point. Here are some direct leads: 

  On a day of unspeakable horror 
for New York and the nation, terror-
ists crashed planes into the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon yesterday in the 

deadliest assault on the United States in 
its history. 

 GREEN BAY, Wis.—A 33-year-old 
woman is accused of stealing her daughter’s 
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 For more leads on the terror bombing story, see  Terror Bombings  in  NRW Plus.      

  Lead Essentials 
 Direct leads usually contain:

    • Specifi c information about what happened or what was said.  

   • When the event occurred.  

   • The location of the event.  

   • The source of the information.    

  Lively Leads   Direct leads need not be dry and dull. Here’s a direct lead by 
Aljean Harmetz of  The New York Times  for a business story, which we usually 
think of as a dry subject with prose to match: 

  Two veteran motion picture industry 
executives were  chosen today by the board 
of Walt Disney Productions to head the 
troubled company a mouse built.  

 When a fi re struck a high-rise apartment building in Queens, New York, here’s 
how the  Daily News  began its story: 

  Strong winds combined lethally with a 
fi re in a Queens high-rise building yesterday, 
creating a “blowtorch” that roared through 
an apartment building and into a hallway, 
killing three people and injuring 22.  

 The image of a blowtorch searing its way through the building is powerful. A 
battalion fi re chief used that word in an interview and the reporter had the good 
sense to put it in the lead. Good reporting makes for good writing.  

  Online Leads   The direct lead is the mainstay of stories on the Web sites of news-
papers and online news services. Studies have shown that online readers want their 
news in capsule form. They want to know quickly what happened and to whom. 

identity to attend high school and join the 
cheerleading squad. 

 A local couple was awarded $150,000 
yesterday in Butte County Court for injuries 
they suffered in a traffi c accident last March. 

 Another in a series of snowstorms is ex-
pected to hit the Sierra today. 

 SAN FRANCISCO—The California Su-
preme Court ruled today that newspapers and 
television stations can be held liable for news-
gathering techniques that intrude on privacy. 

 HOUSTON, Monday, July 21—Men 
have landed and walked on the moon. 

 NEW ORLEANS—Rescuers along the 
hurricane-ravaged Gulf Coast pushed aside 
the dead to reach the living Tuesday in a 
race against time and rising fl ood  waters. 

 NEW YORK—Oprah Winfrey says her 
lawyers shouldn’t have gone after the man 
who is trying to promote her as a candidate 
for president.  
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 Online editors tell their writers to try to answer the Five W’s and an H in the 
leads of their stories.   

  Delayed Lead 
 We used to say that the direct lead is the workhorse of journalism, the delayed 

lead the showhorse. That’s because the direct lead was used on breaking news 
stories, the delayed lead on features. That’s changed because of the Web. We now 
say that stories on the Web use the direct lead, and then when the newspaper story 
is written it will usually take a delayed lead. 

 The online story on the Web site of  The Star Ledger  in Newark, N.J., reported 
in a direct lead that the city’s former mayor was to report to a federal prison in 
Virginia. The newspaper story began this way: 

  In decades spent in public service, 
Sharpe James collected an array of impres-
sive titles, such as mayor, state senator and 
college professor. 

 For about the next two years, he’ll be 
known as federal inmate No. 28791-050. 

 James, the former Newark mayor, is 
scheduled to report to a federal prison in 
Petersburg, Va., on Monday to begin serv-
ing a 27-month sentence on corruption 
charges. . . .  

 The death of the writer Studs Terkel was urgent copy on the Web sites of 
Chicago’s newspapers. It wasn’t news to readers of the  Chicago Tribune  the next 
morning. So the newspaper’s obituary began with a delayed lead to entice the 
reader to read its lengthy obituary: 

  Louis Terkel arrived here as a child 
from New York City and in Chicago 
found not only a new name but a place 
that perfectly matched—in its energy, its 
swagger, its charms, its heart—his own 
personality. They made a perfect and 
 enduring pair. 

 Author, radio host, actor and Chicago 
symbol Louis “Studs” Terkel died Friday 
afternoon in his home on the North Side. At 
his bedside was a copy of his latest book, 
“P.S. Further Thoughts from a Lifetime 
of Listening,”  scheduled for release this 
month. He was 96 years old.  

  Kicker   Sometimes, a reporter will want to hold the reader or listener in sus-
pense. The delayed lead then comes as a  kicker,  as in this piece by Edna Buchanan 
of  The Miami Herald:  

  Bad things happen to the husbands of 
the Widow Elkin. 

 Someone murdered husband No. 4, 
Cecil Elkin, apparently smashing his head 
with a frying pan as he watched “Family 
Feud” on TV. 

 Husband No. 3, Samuel Smilich, drowned 
in a weedy South Dade canal. 

 Husband No. 2, Lawrence Myers, can-
not be found. . . .  
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 Anyone out there who isn’t hanging on every word? Notice the detail, the 
visual images Buchanan supplies: It was not just any pan but a frying pan with 
which No. 4 was dispatched. And he wasn’t just watching television but “Family 
Feud.” The canal where No. 3 was found was “weedy.” 

 Buchanan goes on to write about Widow Elkin and then concludes the piece: 

  It is the murder of her fourth husband 
that got Margaret Elkin in trouble. She is 
accused of trying to hire a beekeeper to kill 
him. The trial is set for Sept. 9.  

 The prosaic way to have started this story would have put the date set for 
the trial in the lead. But Buchanan’s reporting turned up a remarkable series of 
events, and she gave us a modern morality tale with a climax.  

  Invitation to Good Writing   The delayed lead is intended to pique our interest, 
to lure us into the story. 

  Jack Loizeaux is a dentist of urban decay, 
a Mozart of dynamite, a guru of gravity. Like 
Joshua, he blows and the walls come tum-
bling down.  

 What does Loizeaux do? Our interest is aroused. The delayed lead purposely 
does not provide essential information to the reader or listener. This suspense is 
part of the attraction of the delayed lead. (Loizeaux runs a demolition company, 
revealed to us a few paragraphs later.) 

 The delayed lead invites good writing: 

  WASHINGTON—The chief executives of the nation’s Big Three 
automakers didn’t get much respect when they pulled up to the 
nation’s money pump asking for a $25 billion fi ll-up.   

  Sold a Nightmare   Delayed leads are used to invite readers to start reading long 
stories and the fi rst installment of a series. Look at this beginning of a four-part 
series in  The Charlotte Observer  that described how a builder sold homes to fam-
ilies that could not afford them:  

  CONCORD—Mark and Lea Tingley 
bought a new home in 2001 in a subdivi-
sion called Southern Chase. Photos on the 
family computer show a smiling young 
couple holding a baby girl in a bare room. 

 They recall feeling surprised they could 
afford a house. And thrilled. It was their fi rst 
home, their largest investment, in the neigh-
borhood where they planned to raise a  family. 

 Beazer Homes USA built the Tingley’s 
home. Southern Chase was a new kind of 
subdivision for Beazer, an experiment in sell-
ing low-cost homes to low-income families. 

 The strategy was a fi nancial success for 
Beazer. 

 But the neighborhood fell apart. 
 Seventy-seven buyers have lost homes to 

foreclosures in a subdivision of 406 homes. 
That’s about one in fi ve, more than six times 
the national rate. 

 Some homes sat empty. Others became 
rentals. Prices dropped. 

 Standing in his side yard last fall, Mark 
Tingley pointed to holes in his siding, garbage 
in neighboring yards, overgrown lawns, junked 
cars. He feels angry, cheated and trapped.  
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  “Children of Fire”   Delayed leads are often used on narratives. Here is how 
Thomas French of the  St. Petersburg Times  began the fi rst of four articles about 
the children of Southeast Asian refugee families and their adjustment to life in the 
United States: 

  Quietly, she weaves among the other 
children. She stands at the edge of the play-
ground and waits her turn at the swings. 
She runs with the other girls, all of them 
holding hands and laughing, their black 
hair blowing in the wind, their bodies form-
ing a line that ripples and curves. When it 
is time to go inside and rest, she lies on her 
towel and stares out the classroom window, 
gazing at the ocean of blue sky where her 
mother will soon be going to live. 

 Mari Truong is in her fi rst year at pre-
school. Her teachers keep close tabs on 
her and her situation at home. They worry 
in the way of all mothers, and they watch 
in the way of all teachers, and they make 
sure she knows she is not alone. In the 
middle of class, one of them pulls her onto 
her lap and brushes her hand across the 
child’s cheek. 

 “You have to stay little,” the teacher tells 
her. “Or else I’ll miss you, and I’ll cry.” 

 Mari smiles, returns the hug, then slips 
away. She is only 4 and still shines with the 
radiance of the very young. Yet there is some-
thing elusive about her, something fi erce that 
refuses to be pinned down, captured, catego-
rized. Already she looks at the world with the 
eyes of someone who will never surrender.  

  They are astonishing, Mari’s eyes. 
Impossibly big and round, sharp and pierc-
ing, so dark brown they almost blossom 
into black. Despite her age, they seem to be 
charged with decades of emotion and expe-
rience. What have her eyes seen that Mari 
does not yet have words to explain? Do they 
carry memories, passed along in stories, of 
what her parents witnessed on the other 
side of the globe? Do they open at night, 
in her bed, and replay scenes from the refu-
gee camp in Thailand where she was born? 
Does she see visions of her mother, like she 
used to be, before the doctors and the hos-
pital and the wasting away?  

    For more about Mari and her friends, see  The Girl Whose Mother Lives in 
the Sky  in  NRW Plus.   

  Newsmagazines   The delayed lead is a favorite approach of the newsmagazines 
for events that readers are already familiar with through online reports and news-
paper and broadcast coverage. Here is how  U.S. News & World Report  began its 
long piece on the week’s big story: 

  He had a temper so combustible that he 
once ejected Lana Turner and Ava Gardner 
from his Palm Springs house, screaming 
“Out, out, out!” and then hurling Gard-
ner’s cosmetics, clothes and records into 
the driveway. His buddies included mob-
sters and thugs, and he divided the world, 

 Sicilian style, into friends—recipients of 
lavish gifts—and enemies. Face to face, the 
blue eyes could drill through you, and he 
could be unpredictable, foul-mouthed and 
crude, taking swings at anyone who got in 
his way.  

 Compare this beginning with the AP’s direct lead on the same event: 

  LOS ANGELES (AP)—Frank Sinatra, the dashing teen idol who 
matured into the premier romantic balladeer of American popular 

   Mari   
 Cherie Diez,  

St. Petersburg Times  
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music and the “Chairman of the Board” to his millions of fans, died 
Thursday night of a heart attack. He was 82.   

  On Track   Just any incident or anecdote will not do for a delayed lead. It must 
be consistent with the news point, the theme of the story. John Rebchook of the 
 El Paso Herald-Post  illustrates his point about a drive to collect unpaid traffi c 
warrants by beginning with a specifi c driver who has avoided paying: 

  In less than three miles, Joseph L. Jody 
III ran six stop signs, changed lanes improp-
erly four times, ran one red light, and drove 
60 mph in a 30 mph zone—all without a 
driver’s license. Two days later, he again 
drove without a driver’s license. This time 
he ran a stop sign and drove 80 mph in a 
45 mph zone. For his 16 moving violations 
Jody was fi ned $1,795. 

 He never paid. Police say that Jody has 
moved to Houston. Of the estimated 30,000 to 
40,000 outstanding traffi c warrants in police 
fi les, Jody owes the largest single amount. 

 Still, Jody’s fi nes account for a small 
part of $500,000 owed to the city in unpaid 
traffi c warrants. 

 In February, Mayor Jonathan Rogers 
began a crackdown on scoffl aws in order to 
retrieve some $838,000 in unpaid warrants. 
As of mid-March, some $368,465 had been 
paid.      

  Leads on News Features  

 By the time  The New York Times  was on newsstands and doorsteps, everyone 
knew the end to a legal battle over custody of 2½-year-old Jessica. The Supreme 
Court had dashed the hopes of Jessica’s adoptive parents to keep her. This meant 
the child would have to be turned over to her biological mother, who had given her 
up for adoption shortly after Jessica was born. 

 Don Terry put this lead on his news feature: 

 

  BLAIRSTOWN, Iowa, Aug. 2—When 
she is grown up, maybe Jessica DeBoer 
will understand why the adults in her young 
but complicated life have caused so much 
hurt in the name of love. 

 But starting today, the 2½-year-old has 
more immediate lessons to learn, namely 
how to live without the only people she has 
ever known as Mommy and Daddy, Roberta 
and Jan DeBoer of Ann Arbor, Mich.  

    Slaying   The Associated Press, which traditionally had taken a conservative 
approach to newswriting, put this beginning on a murder story: 

ExampleExample

Delayed LeadDelayed Lead
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  DECATUR, Ga., Jan. 26 (AP)—Aster Haile, an Ethiopian immi-
grant, was delighted when her cousin arranged a marriage for 
her—so excited that she bought clothes for her fi rst date with the 
man and showed them off. 

 But the day after the date, Ms. Haile called a friend and said that 
the man was too old and that she could not marry him. A day later, 
she was found dead along an Atlanta highway, shot in her head.  

 In the third paragraph is the arrest, which in times past would have been the 
lead to this story. 

  The police have charged the man who set up the date, Arega 
Abraha, with murder. Mr. Abraha was arrested on Friday at the 
Cincinnati–Northern Kentucky International Airport on a Federal 
charge of unlawful fl ight to avoid prosecution.   

  Dr. Ruth’s Blooper   In her story for  USA Today,  Barbara S. Rothschild 
describes a sex therapist’s boo-boo with this delayed lead:   

  There may fi nally be a question that 
embarrasses Dr. Ruth Westheimer. It’s 
about the accuracy of her book. 

 Teens who read the new sex book co-
 authored by the USA’s best-known sex ther-
apist could get more than they asked for. 

 A baby, perhaps. 
  First Love: A Young People’s Guide 

to Sexual Information,  by Dr. Ruth and 

education professor Nathan Kravetz, has a 
major error on page 195. 

 In a chapter on contraception, the $3.50 
book says it’s “safe” to have sex the week 
before and the week of ovulation. 

 It should read “unsafe”—since those are 
the times a woman is  most  likely to become 
pregnant. . . .  

   Adrift   
 The storm was expected, 

but it seemed to catch 
everyone by surprise. Direct 
or delayed lead on the 
story? Here’s how the   Daily 
News   began its story:    

Didn’t anyone see this 
coming? And were emer-
gency offi cials caught 
napping?    

These questions 
surged to the top in the 
wake of the raging storm 
that caught most New 
Yorkers by surprise and 
produced startling scenes 
of motorists nearly drift-
ing into the East River.   

 City offi cials were 
warned and should have 
passed their alert on to 
the public, the National 
Weather Service said last 
night.   

 Jim Hughes,  Daily News  
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  The Combo Lead 
 Some reporters have mastered a technique that combines the direct and delayed 

leads. The story begins with a few general sentences. Then the reporter hits the 
reader with a karate chop at the end of the fi rst paragraph. Buchanan, the Pulitzer 
Prize–winning police reporter for  The Miami Herald,  is master of this kind of 
lead. Here are two typical Buchanan leads: 

  The man she loved slapped her face. 
Furious, she says she told him never, ever 
to do that again. “What are you going to do, 
kill me?” he asked, and handed her a gun. 
“Here, kill me,” he challenged. She did. 

 On New Year’s Eve, Charles Curzio stayed 
later than planned at his small TV repair shop 
to make sure customers would have their sets 
in time to watch the King Orange Jamboree 
Parade. His kindness cost his life.  

  Direct, with a Difference   Buchanan covered a story about an ex-convict, Gary 
Robinson, who pushed his way past a line at a fried-chicken outlet. He was per-
suaded to take his place in line, but when he reached the counter there was no 
fried chicken, only nuggets, whereupon he slugged the woman at the counter. In 
the ensuing fracas, a security guard shot Robinson. Buchanan’s lead was: 

  Gary Robinson died hungry.  

 Buchanan says her idea of a successful lead is one that could cause a reader 
who is breakfasting with his wife to “spit out his coffee, clutch his chest, and say, 
‘My god, Martha. Did you read this? ” 

 For her lead on a story about a drug smuggler who died when some of the 
cocaine-fi lled condoms that he had swallowed began to leak in his stomach, 
Buchanan wrote: 

  His last meal was worth $30,000 and it 
killed him.      

  A Diffi cult Choice  

 Let us listen to Margaret as she mulls over the notes she has taken at a city 
council meeting: 

   There were 13 items on the agenda. Well, which were the important 
ones? I’ll circle them in my notes— 

    •  General traffi c program to route heavy trucks to Stanley Street and 
keep Main for lighter traffi c.   

   •  56 stop signs to be bought.   
   •  Paving program for Kentucky Street that will later fi t into the bypass.   
   •  OK’d contract to White Painting Co. to paint City Hall, $28,000.   
   •  Hired consulting fi rm for traffi c study.     

  Clearly, I need a direct lead here. Four of them seem to deal with 
traffi c. Should I summarize them or should I pick out the truck route or 
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the traffi c study? They seem equally important, so maybe I’ll summarize 
the four. I’ll drop the stop signs way down and then go into the painting 
contract.   

 She writes: 

  The City Council today took three signifi cant actions to 
cope with the city’s downtown traffi c congestion. 

 The Council:

   1. Approved the employment of Rande Associates, a consulting 
fi rm from Burbank, Calif., to make a study of traffi c patterns.  

  2. Called for bids on paving 12 blocks of Kentucky Street, which 
is planned as part of a downtown bypass.  

  3. Endorsed the city traffi c department’s proposal to route heavy 
vehicles to Stanley Street away from Main Street.      

    Doubts   At this point, second thoughts assail Margaret. She remembers that 
the truck traffi c issue has been argued for several months. Downtown merchants 
complained to the mayor about the truck traffi c, and Stanley Street home owners 
petitioned the Council to keep the trucks away. Her newspaper and the local radio 
station have editorialized about it. In her haste to structure a complicated story, 
her news judgment went awry, she thinks. She writes: 

  The City Council today decided to route truck traffi c to 
Stanley Street and away from downtown Freeport.  

 She is pleased with the lead she has written. But then more doubts. Maybe the 
overall pattern is more important than the single item about Stanley Street. After 
all, she thinks, the Council’s three major actions will affect more people than 
those involved in the Stanley Street situation. Margaret decides that she needs 
some advice and she shows the city editor both leads. 

 “That’s a tough one,” he tells her. “Sometimes you fl ip a coin. Why don’t you 
use your fi rst lead and move up the third item, the one on Stanley Street, and put 
it fi rst in the list?” 

 If we look closely at the two leads Margaret prepared, we notice that the 
 single-element lead about the routing of truck traffi c to Stanley Street denotes a 
specifi c action the council took. The summary lead about the council taking three 
“signifi cant” actions to “cope with” traffi c congestion is the reporter’s conclusion 
or interpretation. Editors allow experienced reporters to interpret the news.     

  Good Reporting Makes for Good Leads  

 Many weak leads are the result of inadequate reporting. Consider this lead: 

  Barbara Elizabeth Foster, 19, St. Mary’s University soph-
omore, will be queen of the city’s Rose Festival.  

 Immediately, the city editor knows he is in for a tedious trek through the copy. 
The reporter failed to single out an interesting characteristic of the new queen to 
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add to her age and year in school. Glancing through the copy, the editor notices 
that her mother was named Maid of Cotton 25 years ago. At the end of the story, 
there is a fl eeting mention that her father enjoys gardening. 

 The editor runs his fi ngers through thinning hair. Masking his exasperation, 
he circles two sections and suggests to the reporter that there just might be a lead 
in the mother–daughter relationship and that a logical question to have asked the 
new queen was whether her father grew roses. Without good reporting no story 
can shine, much less be complete.   

  Color  

 Next, to the fourth of our four guides to writing leads: “Is there a colorful word 
or dramatic phrase that I can work into the lead?” 

 When Florida conducted the fi rst execution in the United States in a dozen 
years, many reporters were assigned to the event. The nation had engaged in 
a debate about the morality of the death penalty. How best to put the Florida 
execution into words? Here is the lead Wayne King wrote for  The New York 
Times:  

  STARKE, Fla., May 25—The state of 
Florida trussed Arthur Spenkelink immo-
bile in the electric chair this morning, 
dropped a black leather mask over his face 
and electrocuted him.  

 The choice of the verb “trussed” is inspired. Not only does it mean to secure 
tightly; its second defi nition is “to arrange for cooking by binding close the wings 
or legs of a fowl.”   

  S-V-O  

 The basic construction of the lead should be subject-verb-object, S-V-O. That 
is, the lead should begin with the subject, should be closely followed by an active 
verb and should conclude with the object of the verb. 

 The S-V-O structure has an internal imperative: It directs the reporter to write 
simple sentences, sentences with one main clause. This kind of construction keeps 
leads short, another major requirement for a readable beginning. 

 Here is a direct lead using the S-V-O structure: 

  SAN FRANCISCO—A federal judge 
has ordered the City of San Francisco to 
hire 60 women patrol offi cers within the 
next 32 weeks.  

    S  �  judge V  �  has ordered O  �  San Francisco    

 Here is a delayed lead using the S-V-O structure: 

     Use Action Verbs  
 Actors are told, “Act 

the verb.” Writers are told, 
“Write the verb.” Gerry 
Goldstein of  The Providence 
Journal  says, “We have the 
verb, and everything else is 
plaster.”    
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  BALTIMORE—The Baltimore Orioles 
dared Barry Bonds to beat them.  

    S  �  Baltimore Orioles V  �  dared O  �  Barry Bonds     

    Most Used   Three-fourths or more of the sentences reporters write follow the 
S-V-O pattern. It parallels discourse, conforms to the command, “Write the 
way you talk.” Also, it is the most direct way to answer the fi rst two ques-
tions the reporter asks when trying to fi nd the lead: What happened? Who was 
involved?     

  Lead Length  

 Reporters navigate between two divergent currents when they write their leads. 
One pulls them toward writing long as the reporter tries to include signifi cant in-
formation. The other pushes them toward writing short because they know a short 
sentence is easier to understand than a long one. 

 Whatever their preference, reporters write short. The AP tells its reporters: 
“When a lead moves beyond 20–25 words it’s time to start trimming.” Some of 
the extra baggage that can be jettisoned:

    • Unnecessary attribution.  

   • Compound sentences joined by  but  and  and.   

   • Exact dates and times unless essential.     

    Momentous Events   When an event is compellingly important, all rules and 
guidelines are tossed aside and the writer is allowed to jam the facts into the fi rst 
paragraph. Here’s the lead in  The New York Times  after the Sept. 11, 2001, terror 
bombings in New York and Washington: 

  Hijackers rammed jetliners into each of 
New York’s World Trade Center towers 
yesterday, toppling both in a hellish storm 
of ash, glass, smoke and leaping victims, 
while a third jetliner crashed into the Pen-
tagon in Virginia. There was no offi cial 

count, but President Bush said thousands 
had perished, and in the immediate after-
math the calamity was already being ranked 
the worst and most audacious terror attack 
in American history.  

 Look at this lead in  The Washington Post  that runs 39 words long: 

  Five men, one of whom said he is a 
former employee of the Central Intelli-
gence Agency, were arrested at 2:30 a.m. 

yesterday in what authorities described as 
an elaborate plot to bug the offi ce of the 
Democratic National Committee.  

 Not much artistry here, just the facts. But what facts. This was the opening 
salvo in the  Post ’s exposure of the Watergate scandal that led to the resignation of 
Richard Nixon from the presidency.     

     Sentence Basics  
 “Reduced to its essence, 

a good English sentence is 
a statement that an agent 
(the subject of the sen-
tence) performed an action 
(the verb) upon something 
(the object).”  

— John Ciardi     
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Chapter 5 The Lead 123

  Readability  

 A reporter handed in this lead: 

  The city planning offi ce today recommended adding a 
section to the zoning code regulations on classifi cation for 
residential use of property.  

 The editor puzzled over it and then instructed the reporter to say specifi cally 
what the proposed section would do. The reporter tried again: 

  The city planning offi ce today recommended that property 
zoned for two-acre, one-family dwellings be rezoned to allow 
the construction of cooperative apartment houses for middle- 
and low-income families.  

 The city editor suggested, “Let’s take it a step further. What’s the point of the 
recommendation?” He answered his own question. “To change the code so ordi-
nary people, not only the rich, can move into that wooded area north of town near 
the Greenwich Estates section. Let’s try to get people into the lead.” The reporter 
returned in 10 minutes with these two paragraphs: 

  Low- and middle-income families may be able to buy 
apartments in suburban areas north of the city. 

 This is the intention of a proposal made today by the city 
planning offi ce. The recommendation to the city council would 
rezone property in the area from the present restrictions that 
permit only single-family dwellings on two-acre lots.  

 In this process of writing and rewriting, the reporter went from a jargon-loaded, 
impenetrable lead to one that stated succinctly and clearly what the  proposed reg-
ulation was intended to bring about. Accuracy was not sacrifi ced for simplicity 
and readability.  

   Readability Components 
 Readability stems from the ideas that make up the sentence, the order in which 

they are written and the words and phrases chosen to give the ideas expression:

    Ideas:  When possible, the lead should contain one idea. “The sentence is a 
single cry,” says Sir Herbert Read, the British critic and author, in his  English 
Prose Style.  Too many ideas in a sentence make for heavy going. Also, the 
idea selected should be easy to grasp; complexities should be simplifi ed.  

   Sentence order:  The subject-verb-object construction is the most easily 
understood.  

   Word choice:  Because the lead moves on its subject and verb, the choice of 
nouns and verbs is essential for readability. Whenever possible, the subject 
should be a concrete noun that the reader can hear, see, taste, feel or smell. 
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124 Part Three Writing the Story

   Summing Up 

 Good leads are based on the writer’s understanding of the theme of the 
story. All else follows. This is why fi nding the theme is No. 1 in our list of 
guidelines for writing readable leads:

    1. Find the essential element(s) of the event.  

   2. Decide whether a direct or a delayed lead better suits the event.  

   3. If one element is outstanding, use a single-element lead. If more than one 
is, use a multiple-element lead.  

   4. Use the S-V-O construction.  

   5. Use concrete nouns and colorful action verbs.  

   6. Keep the lead short, under 30 or 35 words.  

   7. Make the lead readable, but do not sacrifi ce truthful and accurate reporting 
for readability.     

  Further Reading 

 Howarth, W. L.  The John McPhee Reader.  New York: Vintage Books, 1977. 
 Mills, Eleanor, with Kira Cochrane, eds.  Journalistas:   100 Years of the Best 

Reporting by Women Journalists.  New York: Carroll & Graf, 2005.  
Women, long absent from newsrooms, have been fl ooding the media 

over the past two decades. This anthology reminds us of the great women 
reporters before the fl ood—Martha Gellhorn, Rebecca West, Susan Sontag, 
Mary McCarthy. Gellhorn reports from the Dachau concentration camp she 
visited at the end of World War II:  

 We have all seen a great deal now; we have seen too many wars and too 
much violent dying; we have seen hospitals, bloody and messy as butcher 
shops; we have seen the dead like bundles lying on all the roads of half the 
earth. But nowhere was there anything like this. Nothing about war was ever 
as insanely wicked as these starved and outraged, naked, nameless dead.  

 Murray, Donald.  Writing for Your Readers.  Chester, Conn.: The Globe 
 Pequot Press, 1983.   

It should stand for a name or a thing. The verb should be a colorful action 
verb that accelerates the reader to the object or makes the reader pause and 
think.                                 
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Writing must move. 
 Provide the momentum.

Nowhere to go for these two—a narrative 
account.

Mary Carroll, The Press Democrat

  Story Structure   6 

   Preview 
 Planning precedes writing. Each sentence, every para-

graph is purposely placed. Even while reporting, reporters 
try to visualize the shape and content of their stories. 

 Most news stories have a linear structure: 

  • The beginning includes a summary of the most 
 important material. 

  • The remainder of the story amplifi es, buttresses, gives 
examples and explains the beginning. It also contains 
background and secondary material.  

 First the idea. Then the words. 
 As the young reporter struggled with his story, he recalled this advice 

that his city editor gave him the day before. Having written the obituary of 
a banker in 45 minutes, he was proud of his speed. But the editor said that 
the story was disorganized, without a focus. “Think the story through before 
you write,” he told the reporter. The reporter read his story carefully, keep-
ing in mind his editor’s comment. Yes, he was writing without a fi rm idea of 
what he wanted to say and how it would fi t together. 

 Suddenly, he was struck by what he had just told himself: “What do I 
want to say? Where do I put it?” That was the key to putting his notes into 
some kind of structured shape.

•    What do I want to say?  
•   Where does it go?    

 This reporter’s discovery is made all the time by young journalists. Usu-
ally, it is followed by another revelation: The news story form or structure is 
simple:
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126 Part Three Writing the Story

   • The lead.  
  • The material that explains and amplifi es the lead.  
  • The necessary background.  
•   The secondary or less important material.     

   The Main Idea 

  The city editor’s advice about thinking before writing has been offered to gen-
erations of students. As an essay by Edward Everett Hale in the  Fifth Reader,  a 
grade school textbook of the 1880s, puts it, “In learning to write, our fi rst rule 
is:‘ Know what you want to say ’.” 

 Every writer who has described the writer’s craft—whether journalist, poet or 
novelist—has followed that rule. George Orwell, the British journalist and novelist 
whose work has inspired many journalists, wrote that the fi rst question writers ask 
themselves before writing is “What am I trying to say?” The next step, he advised 
writers, is to fi nd the appropriate form or structure for what you want to say.   

  The Structure  

 In  The Elements of Style,  the “little book” that generations of college students have 
used, authors William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White begin their section on writing this 
way: “Choose a suitable design and hold to it.” They continue: “A basic structural de-
sign underlies every kind of writing. . . . The fi rst principle of composition, therefore, 
is to foresee or determine the shape of what is to come, and pursue that shape.” 

 Too often reporters start to write without a plan in mind. As a result, their sto-
ries lack focus. Henry Fairlie, a British journalist, calls this defi ciency “shapeless-
ness.” He attributes it to “an intellectual inability, on the part both of the reporter 
and copy editor, to master the story,” which must be put to use “before writing.” 

 Journalists use two basic building blocks for their stories:

    1. The direct lead story. The story moves in linear fashion from lead to the 
 amplifying material in the body of the story, followed by secondary material.  

   2. The delayed lead story. The lead is an incident, anecdote, something that hints 
at the heart of the story. The lead is purposely buried.    

        How to Organize and Write Your Story 

     1. Identify the focus or main idea from notes.  

   2. Locate the material that supports, explains, amplifi es the main idea.  

   3. Organize the secondary material in order of importance.  

   4. Decide whether you want a direct or a delayed lead.  

   5. As you write, make sure the different elements are linked with transitions.  

    Don’t Repeat the Lead 
 Fix this:  
WASHINGTON 

(Reuters) —The United 
States has sent  strong 
 messages  to Iran urg-
ing the release of three 
American hikers who were 
detained there recently, U.S. 
National Security Adviser 
Jim Jones said on Sunday.  

“We have sent  strong 
messages  that we would 
like these three young 
people released as soon as 
possible, and others that 
they have in their custody 
as well,” Jones told NBC’s 
“Meet the Press.”  

Fixed:  
The United States  urged  

Iran to release three Ameri-
can hikers. . . .    

    Don’t Repeat the Lead 
 Fix this:  
WASHINGTON 

(Reuters) —The United 
States has sent  strong 
 messages  to Iran urg-
ing the release of three 
American hikers who were 
detained there recently, U.S. 
National Security Adviser 
Jim Jones said on Sunday.  

“We have sent  strong 
messages  that we would 
like these three young 
people released as soon as 
possible, and others that 
they have in their custody 
as well,” Jones told NBC’s 
“Meet the Press.”  

Fixed:  
The United States  urged  

Iran to release three Ameri-
can hikers. . . .    
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   6. Read the completed copy:

    a.  To make sure you have buttressed, documented, amplifi ed the lead idea.  

   b. For accuracy, brevity, clarity.  

   c. For grammar, word usage, style.     

   7.  If you encounter any problems in steps 1 through 6—and chances are that you 
will—rewrite.     

  The Single-Element Story 

  A story that consists of one important action or is based on one major fact or 
idea is a single-element story. Also known as the single-incident story, it is prob-
ably the story form most often used. The story requires:

    • Lead.  

   • Explanatory and amplifying material.  

   • Background (if necessary).  

   • Secondary material (if any).    

 For broadcast and online stories, the background and secondary material may 
be ignored or mentioned briefl y. 

 Here’s the lead to a newspaper story: 

 ST. LOUIS—A picturesque lake in a nearby suburb has vanished in a matter 
of days, leaving behind a 50-yard smelly sinkhole and thousands of fl opping fi sh 
among pop cans and other garbage. 

 The story continued for eight paragraphs. The online version consisted of two 
sentences: 

  A sinkhole has swallowed what was once a picturesque 
lake near St. Louis. Left behind were thousands of dying fi sh 
and trash that had littered the lake bottom.  

 The inability to fi x on the point causes writers to go on 
and on and on. They believe that as long as they keep going, 
they will hit on something newsworthy. They are like Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice in her conversation with the Cheshire Cat: 

  “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go 
from here?” 

 “That depends a good deal on where you want to get 
to,” said the Cat. 

Wandering in Wonderland

 “I don’t much care where—” said Alice. 
 “Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” said the 

Cat. “—so long as I get somewhere,” Alice added as an 
explanation. 

 “Oh, you’re sure to do that,” said the Cat, “if you only 
walk long enough.”  

 No editor will permit a writer to wander aimlessly 
through a story on the way to  somewhere.  
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128 Part Three Writing the Story

 Every so often, a reporter fi nds that the lead needs to include two or three 
themes. An election results in two major rebuffs to a governor (two-element 
lead); a study fi nds three causes of death and disability from heart disease (three-
element lead). Complicated as these may sound, they are handled with the same 
approach as the single-element story. Watch.   

  Two-Element Story 

  Here are 11 paragraphs from an election story in the  Daily News.  The story 
is based on two major themes: (A) rejection of the bond issue and (B) Republi-
can control of the legislature. The reporter uses the effect of the voting on Gov. 
Hughes to attract readers to the story of the balloting: 

     Analysis: 2 Elements  
 (1) The lead contains a 

colloquial phrase in the first 
sentence to emphasize the 
effect of the voting. The 
second sentence summa-
rizes the two themes, A 
and B.  

(2–7) These six para-
graphs refer to theme A. In 
2, the reporter gives a pos-
sible consequence of the 
loss of the bond issue.  

In any election, vote 
tallies are essential, and 
the reporter supplies them 
in 5 and 6, which set up a 
good example in 7 of the 
extent of the governor’s 
shellacking.  

(8) Secondary informa-
tion about other items on 
the ballot.  

(9–11) Elaboration 
of theme B. Examples of 
 specific races are given.    

     Analysis: 2 Elements  
 (1) The lead contains a 

colloquial phrase in the first 
sentence to emphasize the 
effect of the voting. The 
second sentence summa-
rizes the two themes, A 
and B.  

(2–7) These six para-
graphs refer to theme A. In 
2, the reporter gives a pos-
sible consequence of the 
loss of the bond issue.  

In any election, vote 
tallies are essential, and 
the reporter supplies them 
in 5 and 6, which set up a 
good example in 7 of the 
extent of the governor’s 
shellacking.  

(8) Secondary informa-
tion about other items on 
the ballot.  

(9–11) Elaboration 
of theme B. Examples of 
 specific races are given.    

Gov. Hughes Loses Bonds & Legislature
by Joseph McNamara

 (1)  New Jersey Gov. Richard J. Hughes 
took a shellacking all around in yesterday’s 
statewide election. The voters rejected the 
$750 million bond issue proposal on which 
he had hung much of his political prestige, 
and the Republicans gained control of both 
houses of the Legislature.

  (2)  Hughes, who had warned during 
the campaign that if the bond issue were 
defeated he would ask the Legislature in 
January for a state income tax and sales 
tax to meet the state’s fi nancial needs, 
announced early today that he “may have 
to do some rethinking” about the size of 
the need. And he made it clear that the 
“rethinking” would increase his estimate of 
the amount required. 

 (3)  “I accept the verdict rendered by the 
people,” he said in a written statement.

 Behind from the Start 
 (4)  The bond issue proposal, which was 

broken into two questions—one on institu-
tions and the other on roads—trailed from 
the time the polls closed at 8 p.m. With the 
count in from 4,238 of the state’s 4,533 dis-
tricts, the tally early today was:

  (5)  Institutions: No, 868,586; Yes, 
736,967. 

  (6)  Highways: No, 866,204; Yes, 
681,059. 

  (7)  As a measure of Hughes’ defeat, in 
the Democrats’ Hudson County stronghold—
where the Governor had hoped for a plurality 
of 150,000—he got only a 100,501 to 64,752 
vote in favor of the institutional bonds and 
93,654 to 66,099 in favor of the highway 
bonds. 

  (8)  Four other referendums had no great 
opposition, and passed easily. They were on 
voter residency requirements, a tax break on 
farm land and a change in exemptions from 
the ratables to the fi nished tax for both veter-
ans and the elderly. 

  (9)  The Republicans have controlled 
the State Senate for the last half cen-
tury, and smashing victories yesterday in 
crucial Essex, Burlington and Camden 
Counties increased their majority—which 
had shrunk to a hairsbreadth 11–10—to 
two-thirds. 

  (10)  Democrats swamped in the ava-
lanche included Gov. Hughes’ brother-in-
law Sen. Edward J. Hulse of Burlington 
County. He was unseated by Republican 
Edwin B. Forsythe who ran up a convincing 
6,000-vote majority. 
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Chapter 6 Story Structure 129

    Three-Element Story 

  The following is an example of a story that begins with a three-element lead. 
The reporter would have singled out one element had she thought that one was the 
most important of the three. She decided the three were of equal importance. 

     Analysis: 3 Elements  
(1) The lead has a 

three-part theme: A study 
concludes that smoking, A, 
overweight, B, and physical 
inactivity, C, increase risk of 
heart disease.  

(2) Brody tells the reader 
the source of the  material 
and then gives more infor-
mation about theme A.  

(3) More detail on A.  
(4) Here she jumps to C, 

physical inactivity. It might 
have been better to have 
followed the A, B, C order.  

(5) More on physical 
inactivity.  

(6) Brody moves on to 
theme B, overweight.  

(7) More on B; its rela-
tionship to A and C.  

(8) Brody considered this 
secondary information.  

A less cluttered lead 
might have put the 
attribution in the second 
paragraph. The lead would 
begin: “Smoking, an 
overweight condition and 
physical inactivity. . . .”   

     Analysis: 3 Elements  
(1) The lead has a 

three-part theme: A study 
concludes that smoking, A, 
overweight, B, and physical 
inactivity, C, increase risk of 
heart disease.  

(2) Brody tells the reader 
the source of the  material 
and then gives more infor-
mation about theme A.  

(3) More detail on A.  
(4) Here she jumps to C, 

physical inactivity. It might 
have been better to have 
followed the A, B, C order.  

(5) More on physical 
inactivity.  

(6) Brody moves on to 
theme B, overweight.  

(7) More on B; its rela-
tionship to A and C.  

(8) Brody considered this 
secondary information.  

A less cluttered lead 
might have put the 
attribution in the second 
paragraph. The lead would 
begin: “Smoking, an 
overweight condition and 
physical inactivity. . . .”   

  (11)  In populous Essex County, Repub-
lican C. Robert Sarcone defeated Demo-
crat Elmer M. Matthews—who conceded 
shortly after 11 p.m. without waiting for 

the fi nal count. And in Camden County, 
Republican Frederick J. Scholz unseated 
incumbent Joseph W. Cowgill. . . .  .

(1) A new study conducted among 
110,000 adult members of the Health Insur-
ance Plan of Greater New York has once 
again demonstrated that smoking, an over-
weight condition and physical inactivity are 
associated with a greatly increased risk of 
death and disability from heart disease.

(2) The study, published yesterday in the 
June issue of The American Journal of Public 
Health, reported that men and women who 
smoke cigarettes face twice the risk of suf-
fering a fi rst heart attack as do non-smokers.

(3) The annual incidence of fi rst heart 
attacks among pipe and cigar smokers was also 
found to be higher than among non-smokers, 
but not as high as among cigarette smokers.

(4) Men who are “least active,” both on 
and off the job, are twice as likely as “mod-
erately active” men to suffer a fi rst heart 
attack and four times as likely to suffer a 
fatal heart attack.

(5) Men who were classifi ed as “most 
active” showed no advantage in terms of heart 

attack rate over men considered “moderately 
active.” The authors reported that other dif-
ferences between active and inactive men, 
such as the amount they smoked, could not 
account for their different heart attack rates.

(6) The heavier men in the study had a 
50 percent greater risk of suffering a fi rst 
heart attack than the lighter-weight men. 
An increased risk was also found among 
women who had gained a lot of weight 
since age 25.

(7) None of the differences in risk asso-
ciated with weight could be explained on 
the basis of variations in smoking and exer-
cise habits, the authors stated.

(8) The incidence of heart attacks was 
also found to be higher among white men 
than among non-whites and among Jew-
ish men than among white Protestants and 
Catholics. But the heart attack rate among 
Jewish women was not markedly different 
from that among non-Jewish women.

—The New York Times

Study Links 3 Factors to Heart Ills
by Jane E. Brody

           Some reporters might have found a lead in the information Brody places in the 
last paragraph. Although most events have obvious leads, a number do not. News 
judgment is essential on multiple-element stories, and judgments differ. Brody 
was on target. The last paragraph is secondary. 

 Brody’s story also illustrates another basic guideline for structuring a story: 
Put related material together.   
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  Story Units  

 In organizing their stories, newswriters move from one theme to another in the 
order of the importance of the subjects or themes. The lead is elaborated fi rst, and 
then the next-most-important theme is stated and then elaborated and explained. 
The rule is: Put everything about the same subject in the same place. 

 When his editor explained the rule “like things together” to the journalist 
Dwight Macdonald, his fi rst reaction was “Obviously.” His second, he said, was 
“But why didn’t it ever occur to me?” His third was “It was one of those profound 
banalities ‘everybody knows’—after they’ve been told. It was the climax of my 
journalistic education.”   

  The Inverted Pyramid 

  The story structure explained in this chapter—important elements at the begin-
ning, less important at the end—has for decades been taught to students as the 
“inverted pyramid” form. The term can be misleading. An inverted pyramid is an 
unbalanced monolith, a huge top teetering on a pinpoint base. It is a monstrous 
image for journalists, for the top of a story should be deft and pointed. Discard the 
picture of this precariously balanced chunk and remember that all it means is that 
the most important material is usually placed at the beginning of the story and the 
less important material is placed at the end. 

 The news story takes its shape from the requirements and limitations of the 
craft as measured by the clock—a silent but overwhelming presence—and the 
available space and time for copy. Given these realities, most stories must be writ-
ten in such a way that they can be handled quickly and effi ciently. If the 10 inches 
of available space suddenly shrinks to 8 and the 40 seconds of airtime to 20, no 
problem. The story structure makes it possible to cut the bottom two paragraphs 
without losing key information.  

      Meets Needs   If the only justifi cation for the standard news story form were 
its utility to the people writing and editing the news, it would not have stood up 
over the years, even for as modern a media outlet as online journalism. The form 
has persisted because it meets the needs of media users. People usually want to 
know what happened as soon as the story begins to unfold. If it is important and 
interesting, they will pay attention. Otherwise, they turn elsewhere. People are 
too busy to tarry without reward. 

 Sometimes the pleasure may come from suspense, a holding of the breath until 
the climax is revealed deep in the story. When the reporter senses that this kind of 
structure is appropriate for the event, a delayed lead will be used. 

 News forms may be said to be utilitarian or pragmatic, in the tradition of the 
hustle and bustle of American life. But there is also an aesthetic component in the 
standard news form that its detractors sometimes fail to detect. If the expression 
“form follows function” implies beauty in the fi nished work, then the news story 
is a work of art, minor as it may be. The news story meets the demands of art: It 
reveals a harmony of design. 
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 Occasionally, the delight in the story’s design may come from suspense, 
the deliberate withholding of key information. Everyone loves a good story, 
and journalists are happy to provide one—when the event makes storytelling 
appropriate. 

      Storytelling 

  The storytelling form—also known as narrative writing—is simple enough: 
Invite the reader, listener, viewer into the piece with an interesting tidbit: 

Driving to Easter services yesterday 
about 1:45 p.m., James Freeman saw a man 
standing on the South Street bridge.

 “I knew he wanted to jump,” said Free-
man. “I made a U-turn right on the bridge 
and stopped traffi c.” 

 Freeman left his wife, his granddaugh-
ter and four foster children—all dressed in 
their Easter fi nery—watching from their 
minivan. Then, Freeman walked toward the 
lone fi gure staring down into the Schuylkill 
60 feet below. 

 This is how Jere Downs of  The Philadelphia Inquirer  began a story. The reader 
is hooked. Will Freeman talk the would-be suicide into backing off ? She follows 
Freeman as he approaches and talks to the man: 

 Here is a story structure the  Journal  uses: 
  Anecdote:  Begin with an example or illustration of the 

theme. 
  Explicit statement of theme:  The lead. It should be no 

lower than the sixth paragraph. Sometimes this paragraph is 
called the  nut graph.  

 The Wall Street Journal Story Formula 

  Statement of the signifi cance of the theme:  Answers 
the reader’s question “Why should I be reading this?” 

  Details:  Proof, elaboration of the theme. 
 Answers to reader’s questions:  Why is this happen-

ing? What is being done about it?

 Kansas Tornado 

Killer tornadoes have taken more than 400 lives in Kan-
sas. Injuries mount in the thousands. This tornado just passed 
on by. But it did allow for a feature about a past deadly 
encounter—77 dead and 270 injured in Udall in 1955 when 
the tornado watch was canceled, only to have the twister 
swirl through the small town 90 minutes later. Boyd Binford 
was driving his mother home when the tornado knocked 
him unconscious. “When I woke up, we were on top of the 
neighbor’s garage.” Mrs. Jerry Kennedy’s husband “held 
on to the two children,” she said. “But the neighbor’s tub 
landed on them. I lost two children that night.” 

Steven Hausler, The Hays Daily News

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch06_125-139.indd   131men11994_ch06_125-139.indd   131 12/17/09   5:24:45 PM12/17/09   5:24:45 PM



132 Part Three Writing the Story

   Downs has used a column of type to this point, and she goes on to describe 
how others stopped their cars to help. A minister approached the distraught 
man and said to him, “You’re looking down when you should be looking up 
to God.”  

      The Climax   Finally, in the 24th paragraph, the man climbs down from the con-
crete abutment. 

 (Postscript: A few days later, Downs received a handwritten note in the mail. 
“I enclose a check which I made out to you. Would you possibly be able to funnel 
this money in some way to allow Mr. X to receive some quality psychotherapy. I 
must remain anonymous. My reasons for doing this are (1) I was once where Mr. 
X was. (2) I have come back and am a successful businessman. Thank you for 
writing a terrifi c article.” The check was for $1,000.)   

  Structure Essential 
 Beginners love the storytelling form.  Free at last,  they shout.  Free of that dull 

and boring inverted pyramid. Free to express myself.  
 Sorry to throw cold water on the fl ames of creativity, but the storytelling form 

is as demanding in its structure as is the straight news story. 
 Both forms require the writer to select the major theme, and both demand 

that the writer be scrupulous in writing the lead. We know that the major theme 
goes in the lead of the straight news story. In the narrative form, the incident or 
example selected to begin the piece must fi t neatly into the theme. And woe to 
the writer who decides to put a delayed lead on a straight news story. 

  Unexpected   Columnists are fond of storytelling. But even with the freedom 
columnists are granted, they follow the rule that the beginning of the column must 
lead directly to the point of the piece. Look at how John Kass of the  Chicago 
Tribune  begins this column: 

 

 The tiny old man had lived into his 90s. 
Even when he was alive, he was barely 
5 feet tall, and when I saw him in his coffi n, 
he looked tinier still. 

 He was shriveled, like a gnome, the 
size of a boy, with wispy old man’s hair 

and those folded, wrinkled hands. A sil-
ver crucifi x was pinned to the satin of his 
coffi n. Another larger crucifi x on the wall 
looked down on the peaceful old guy who 
died naturally. 

 “I’ve been where you want to go,” Free-
man said he told the man. “Whatever it is, 
it’s not worth it.” 

 Freeman said the man, in his mid-40s, 
looked at him with a pinched face lined 
with tears. 

 Then the man looked back across the 
river toward the University of Pennsylva-
nia campus. 

 “I gotta do it,” Freeman recalled the man 
saying. “Nobody loves me. I’m a Vietnam vet. 
My being here is like a burden on everybody.” 
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  These two paragraphs seem an elegy for a decent fellow who has lived a life as 
quiet as the mortuary parlor in which his coffi n lay. 

 But then Kass counterpunches, telling us what we least expected: 

 And that’s odd to think Marshall Cai-
fano would get to die a natural death. 

Because in life he was said to favor the 
shotgun and the car bomb, as one of the 
most notorious hit men in the history of the 
Chicago outfi t.

      Online Writing 

  Mark Fitzgerald of  Editor&Publisher  says, “The computer screen is notori-
ously inhospitable to long stories. Even a story that amounts to just 10 inches on 
the newspaper page seems endless on a computer screen.” 

 Studies of online news readers indicate that they are attracted by headlines 
and brief summaries and will read a short piece. “Web readers tend to be impa-
tient and tend to skim,” says John Leach, online editor for  The Arizona Republic.  
Leach says that studies of the readership of  azcentral.com , his newspaper’s Web 
site, have shown that readers will spend no more than two minutes on an online 
story. “Brevity is essential,” he says. 

 The story form preferred by Web writers is our old friend the inverted pyra-
mid style in which the key elements of the event are placed at the beginning of 
the story. “Our readers want to get straight to the heart of the story,” says Leach. 
“An 18-year-old reader describes what he wants from an online news site as ‘the 
straight dump,’ which an older reader might describe as ‘just the facts ma’am.’ ” 

  MSNBC.com  uses a story form it calls the Model T. The top of the T is a 
 summary lead that gives the reader the point of the story at once. The vertical 
part of the T, the body of the story, can be told in any fashion the writer fi nds 
 appropriate—straight news story, feature or narrative. 

 Ruth Gersh, editor of multimedia services at the AP, says the screen “seems to 
beg for a simpler writing style.” Here’s an example of the style Gersh is talking 
about. Note the informal, colloquial style of writing: 

 
NEW YORK—Oprah Winfrey says her 

lawyers shouldn’t have gone after the man 
who is trying to promote her as a candidate 
for president.

 Not because she’s running, mind you. 
“I feel fl attered by it,” the 52-year-old 

talk-show host told the Associated Press on 

Monday. “My lawyers overreacted, I think, 
by sending him a cease-and-desist order 
because it really is a fl attering thing.”

It should have been handled in a tele-
phone call, said Winfrey, who said she’s 
thinking of calling Patrick Crowe of Kan-
sas City, Mo., herself.  

Web Writing 
Comes First   

 “Everything we write 
now is written first for the 
Web,” says Jeff Brody, 
managing editor of the 
 Kitsap Sun  in the State of 
Washington. “We let the 
Web drive our newsroom.  

“We’ll write the initial 
facts of a story, post it 
online, update the online 
story once or twice or more 
often if it’s a major break-
ing news story, and then 
publish the final version in 
the next day’s paper.”  

Readers of the Web 
stories sometimes “raise 
questions that cause us to 
get more information,” he 
says.      

Web Writing 
Comes First   

 “Everything we write 
now is written first for the 
Web,” says Jeff Brody, 
managing editor of the 
 Kitsap Sun  in the State of 
Washington. “We let the 
Web drive our newsroom.  

“We’ll write the initial 
facts of a story, post it 
online, update the online 
story once or twice or more 
often if it’s a major break-
ing news story, and then 
publish the final version in 
the next day’s paper.”  

Readers of the Web 
stories sometimes “raise 
questions that cause us to 
get more information,” he 
says.      
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               The General, Then the Specifi c 

  The best advice she received from an editor, a reporter remarked, was “Follow 
every generality with a specifi c.” 

 Every story has a logical structure, the editor told her, of general to specifi c. 
For example, when a council member says that next year’s budget will set a record 
high, the reporter asks how high that will be, what the amount will be: 

  Riggio said next year’s budget will set “a record high.” He 
estimated it would amount to $725 million.  

 Here’s another example: 

  Miles said, “Vince Lombardi was wrong when he said that 
winning is everything.” It’s more important, Miles said, to 
develop an athlete’s sense of fair play and his or her love of 
sport.   

   Specifi c-to-General 
 The reverse story structure is also used when the specifi c highlights the gener-

ality. This structure is often used for news features. 

    Antoinette Trotter couldn’t fi gure out 
what was wrong with her boy. Shawn 
seemed so clumsy, the way he dropped 
dishes and sent cups clattering to the fl oor. 
He was restless, always squirming at the 
dinner table, unable to sit still.

 This is the way Stephanie Armour began her story about workers who bring 
toxins from the job into their homes, putting family members in danger. Here is 
how the  USA Today  story continued: 

Concerned, the mother brought the 
6-year-old to doctors, who ran tests and told 
her that Shawn’s blood contained nearly 
four times the acceptable level of lead for 
children, according to a lawsuit fi led by the 
family.

Antoinette was surprised, but she was 

even more stunned when investigators told 
her why.

 The boy, they told her, was being poi-
soned by her husband’s job. 

Shawn’s father, Lashla, repaired and 
rebuilt batteries, work that brought him into 
contact with lead dust . . .

     After seven paragraphs of the specifi cs of the Trotter family’s problem, Armour 
presents her generality: 

In a health risk that is often overlooked and 
undocumented, people of all ages are being 
exposed to workplace hazards so potent that 
they can change cell structures, slow mental 
development and unleash  life- threatening 

 tumors. But these are people who have never 
set foot in the workplaces that are poisoning 
them. All have been exposed to toxins that 
their family members unknowingly brought 
home from the job.

Mission   
“My job is to amplify 

the voices of those who 
often go unheard. It is vital 
that everyone understands 
how our laws and policies 
actually affect people’s 
lives, so a large part of my 
work as a journalist has 
been to help people voice 
concerns and express fears 
about circumstances they 
confront.”     

 —Eric Newhouse 
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                 DAD: Dialogue, Action, Description 

  To the newswriter, form and content are one. Each reinforces the other. No 
matter how well-reported a story is, if it zigs here and zags there, the reader or 
viewer will not bother to try to make sense out of the chaos. And if the story lacks 
dialogue, action or description, the bored reader will move on. 

 Dialogue, action, description: DAD. Let’s look at a story that contains these 
essential elements, a religion story. This story by Jena Heath that appeared in  The 
Charlotte Observer  stirred a tempest. 

 Letters showered down on the newspaper for a month, and Heath received 
calls of support and outrage from Virginia and the District of Columbia as well as 
from North Carolina after the piece was put on the Knight-Ridder wire and run on 
the front page of the religion section of  The Washington Post.   

   Women Priests 
 Heath thought it was time to write something about the role of women in the 

Catholic Church, and her editor suggested she talk to women who want to be priests. 
Newsroom colleagues came up with the names of people Heath could interview. 

 Heath worked on the story for two weeks. The story ran at the top of page 1 
of the Sunday newspaper. Look at how Heath blends description, action and dia-
logue in these opening paragraphs: 

 It was seven winters ago, but Sister 
Carol Symons hasn’t forgotten. 

 She was ministering to the sick in Boone. 
The day the call came, the town’s only priest 
was away. Sister Carol raced the seven min-
utes from her home to the hospital, where 
she found anguish. A Mexican migrant 
worker had given birth to a stillborn girl. 

 As she entered the dimly lit recovery 
room, the nun murmured to the woman’s 
husband, tears glistening on his face. She 
walked across the room and took the wom-
an’s hand. Looking up from her stretcher, the 
woman choked out the words in Spanish. 

Quiero confesar mis pecados, she 
pleaded. I want to confess my sins.

Sister Carol couldn’t help. In the Roman 
Catholic Church, only priests can offer the 
peace of absolution.

“For me, the heart of the story is that 
there I was, a person in ministry and I 
couldn’t help her,” Sister Carol said.

 Change is coming for Catholic women, 
not fast enough for some, too fast for oth-
ers. One door, though, remains fi rmly shut: 
the door to the priesthood. 

 The image of a female priest at the altar 
is an emotional one for Catholics. Tradi-
tionalists say Jesus chose 12 men as his 
disciples, that Jesus himself was a man and 
that the church’s long history of an all-male 
clergy means the priesthood was never 
intended for women. 

 Many Catholic women, meanwhile, 
have seen female priests in the Episcopalian 
Church since 1976, when it began ordain-
ing women. They’ve seen female rabbis 
since 1972 and a host of female ministers, 
including Southern Baptists, since 1964. 

 Yet Catholic women who feel called to 
the priesthood say they must live with the 
pain of knowing they cannot serve God as 
their hearts dictate. 

Sister Carol Symons

Robert Lahser, 
The Charlotte Observer
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     Alcoholism 
 Eric Newhouse’s yearlong series in the  Great Falls  (Mont.)  Tribune,  “Alcohol, 

Cradle to Grave,” begins with a scene at the Great Falls Rescue Mission, “which 
has been called the fi nal pit stop before the graveyard for those unable to handle 
their addictions,” Newhouse writes. 

 Breakfast is at 6 a.m. Today it’s grits 
and eggs, and clients are expected to clean 
up the cafeteria and sweep out the dayroom 
before they head out. . . . 

 Tom Jerome, a former ranch hand from 
Miles City, is sitting on a bench in the Res-
cue Mission, already drunk and waiting for 
coffee at 9 a.m. Considering the Mission’s 
rules, how did he spend the night there? 

 “I didn’t,” he says. “I usually spend the 
nights out.” 

 But the gray-tiled dayroom can be a dry 
place, so Jerome periodically slips out into 
the alley where he has a cache of beer wait-
ing for him. 

 When the reporter is conscious—as Newhouse was—of the need to organize 
the story around dialogue, action and description, the story tends to write itself. 
Newhouse’s series won a Pulitzer Prize. 

   For more stories from Newhouse’s series and his explanation of how the series 
came about and how he did his reporting, see  Alcohol: Cradle to Grave  in  NRW 
Plus.  

          Physical Description   Let’s walk into Langan’s, an Irish bar in New York 
City, with John Cassidy, who is doing a profi le for  The New Yorker  of journalist 
Steve Dunleavy, at 62 a veteran of decades of opinion-laced journalism. Cassidy 
describes Dunleavy’s face: “creased like an old pair of leather shoes.” Cassidy 
approaches Dunleavy: 

  He was smartly dressed, in a gray three-
piece suit, white monogrammed shirt with 
French cuffs, gold cuffl inks, red silk tie, 
and shiny black shoes. His pallor was that 

of a rotting cod. His silver pompadour, 
which makes him resemble an aging Elvis, 
shot from his crown in glorious defi ance of 
taste and gravity.  

 We’ve been discussing writing. As you know, writing and reporting are inter-
locked. Journalists have a saying that a story cannot be any better than the report-
ing behind it, by which they mean that no amount of classy and clever writing 
can disguise a poorly reported story. Readers and viewers want relevant, timely 
information. It’s time we looked at some basics about reporting.     

  Story Necessities 

  Take any event and play the reporter’s game. What are the necessary facts for 
an automobile accident story, a fi re story, an obituary? Let us say an automo-
bile hits a child. What must the story include? It will have to contain the child’s 

Description
“I am a great believer 

in description. I try to make 
the reader feel that he can 
see and taste and smell and 
touch and hear whatever 
the incident is. I’ve just 
listed the five senses.”

—Everett Allen, The 
Standard Times
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name, age and address; the driver’s name, age, address and occupation; the circum-
stances and location of the accident; the extent of the child’s injuries; the action, if 
any, taken against the motorist. 

 Given an assignment, the reporter has in mind a list of necessities for the story. 
The necessities guide the reporter’s observations and direct the questions he or 
she will ask of sources. But there can be a problem.  

      Seeing the Differences   Unless the reporter can spot the signifi cant differences 
between stories of a similar type, one accident story will be like another, one obit-
uary like a dozen others. The reporter on the “automobile hits child” story tries to 
discover the unusual or unique aspects of the event that should be given priority: 
Was the youngster playing? If so, was he or she running after a ball, playing hide-
and-seek? Was the child looking for a dog, cat, younger brother? Was the child 
crossing the street to go to school? How seriously was the child injured? Will the 
youngster be able to walk normally? 

 Once the reporter has (a) thought about the necessities of stories he or she is 
assigned and (b) sought out the facts that differentiate this story from others like 
it, the story is on its way to being written. The fi nal step is to construct a lead 
around the important or unique element. There is no simple formula for determin-
ing what should go into the lead. The criteria for news we developed in Chapter 2 
are helpful.  

  News Judgment   Basically, news judgment is an exercise in logical thinking. 
When a fi re destroys a hotel worth $100 million and takes 14 lives, the reporter 
focuses the lead and structures the story around the lives lost, not the destruction 
of the hotel, no matter how costly. The reporter reasons that life cannot be equated 
with money. If no one was killed or hurt in the fi re, then the signifi cance may well 
be that it was a costly structure, not a three-story hotel for transients that had seen 
better times. If there were no injuries and the hotel had some historical interest, 
the lead might be that a landmark in town was destroyed by fi re. Finally, if no one 
was hurt and the hotel was a small, old building like many others in town, the fi re 
would rate only two or three paragraphs and a single sentence, maybe two, on 
the 11 p.m. newscast.     

  Covering a Strike Threat 

  Let’s watch a reporter assigned to the education beat. Told to check a report that 
public school teachers might not report for work next fall, she thinks of several 
essential questions that will guide her reporting:

    • Is the report true?  

   • How many teachers and children are involved?  

   • What are the reasons for the strike?  

   • When will the decision be made about whether to strike?  
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138 Part Three Writing the Story

   • What are the responses of authorities to the threat?  

   • What plans are being made for the students should there be a strike?    

 The answers to these questions and other observations made during her report-
ing are the building blocks for the story. The reporter knows what her lead will be 
from the minute she receives the assignment—the possibility of a teacher strike 
and schools not opening. 

 These are the fi rst few paragraphs of the story she writes: 

  Teachers in all 15 public schools in the city today threat-
ened to strike next September unless they are given an 8 
percent wage increase in next year’s contract. 

 Spokesmen for the local unit of the American Federation 
of Teachers, which represents 780 Freeport school teachers, 
said the strike threat will be presented to the City Board of 
Education at Thursday’s negotiating session. 

 More than 15,000 school children would be affected by a 
strike.  

 Notice that our reporter answered several of her questions in the fi rst few para-
graphs of her story. 

 When the Thursday session led to no resolution of the issue, the reporter’s 
story about this development began this way: 

  The possibility of a strike of public school teachers next 
September loomed larger today when six hours of contract 
talks failed to settle the wage issue. 

 The teachers’ union seeks an 8 percent pay increase over 
the current pay levels for next year’s contract. The school 
board has offered 4 percent. 

 More than 15,000 school children would be affected by a 
strike. 

 The nonstop discussion between the union and the city 
school board failed to produce a settlement, said Herbert 
Wechsler, the president of the local unit of the American 
Federation of Teachers. The union, which represents the 
city’s 780 public school teachers, issued its strike threat 
Tuesday and presented it formally at today’s session. 

 Joseph Foremen, the state superintendent of education, 
who is attending the contract talks at the invitation of both 
sides, said: 

 “The two groups are widely separated. We need a cooling-
off period. Unless one side or the other makes some kind of 
concession, we may have no teachers in the schools Sept. 9. 
And a concession is the last thing on their minds now.”     
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 Summing Up 

 A reporter with more than 30 years of experience on California newspa-
pers told a beginner, “Those of us who survive work on our stories from the 
minute we get the assignment.” The work the reporter is talking about takes 
the form of projecting at each level of reporting and writing the story as it 
will appear in its fi nal form. 

   Reporters try to visualize and structure their stories at these stages:

    • Immediately on receiving the assignment.  

   • While gathering material at the event.  

   • Before writing.  

   • During writing.     

  Further Reading 

 Bellows, Jim.  The Last Editor: How I Saved The New York Times, The   Wash-
ington Post, and the Los Angeles Times from Dullness and Complacency.  
Kansas City: Andrews McPeel Publishing, 2002. 

 Anecdotes tumble over each other as Bellows recalls his half a century 
of “kamikaze journalism” that included guiding some of the nation’s 
major newspapers. 

 Snyder, Louis L., and Richard B. Morris.  A Treasury of Great Reporting.  New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1949. 

 Wilson, Ellen.  The Purple Decades: A Reader.  New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 1982.   
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 Journalists write to be read and to be heard. They know that unless their 
stories are clear, interesting and well written their readers, viewers and lis-
teners will move on to something else. To attract, keep and satisfy this fi ckle 
public, journalists have developed ways of writing that make their stories 
compelling. 

 Journalists know that good writing helps people visualize the event, the 
personality being profi led, that good writing moves people to the scene. 
George Orwell, whose writing infl uenced and inspired many journalists, said, 
“Good prose is like a window pane.” The window pane, unlike the stained 
glass window, does not call attention to itself. Good writing calls attention 
to the people in the story, the event, the information.  

   Writers Write . . . and Read, Too 

  The men and women who write for a living—whether journalists, poets, novel-
ists or essayists—work at learning and mastering their trade. They have an “idea 
of craft,” as the writer-teacher Frank Kermode puts it, a drive toward “doing 
things right, making them accurate and shapely, like a pot or a chair.” 

 7   The Writer’s Art 

   Preview 
 The well-written story: 

  • Makes its point clearly. 
  • Engages the reader, viewer or listener with human-

interest material, quotations, incidents and examples. 
  • Has a tone, pace and style appropriate to the event or 

personality being described. 
  • Satisfi es the viewer, listener or reader that the story is 

complete and is truthful.  

    Sentences clear and crisp as a winter’s morn.  

Mike Roemer

  Don’t tell us when you 
can show us.  
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 Every writer who is familiar with the agony of chasing elusive words knows 
that words can be brought to life only by strenuous and continued effort. The aim 
is perfection of expression, the absolute fi t of words to the event. Walt Whitman, 
journalist and poet, described the writer’s goal this way: 

  A perfect writer would make words sing, dance, kiss, do the male and female act, 
bear children, weep, bleed, rage, stab, steal, fi re cannon, steer ships, sack cities. . . .  

 Poet or police reporter, the writer is engaged in a struggle to fi nd words and 
phrases to match his or her observations. When Ernest Hemingway covered the 
police court for the  Kansas City Star,  he would take his notes home and work 
over them to simplify the testimony of witnesses until he had captured in a few 
words the essence of the evidence. He would use the language he had heard in 
court. 

 This style is evident in the ending to  A Farewell to Arms.  Frederic has just 
pushed the nurses out of the room where Catherine has died so that he can be 
alone with her:

  But after I had got them out and shut the door and turned off the light it wasn’t 
any good. It was like saying good-bye to a statue. After a while I went out and left 
the hospital and walked back to the hotel in the rain.    

    Writers Teach Writers   Journalists read widely to master style and technique, 
to learn the tricks of the writer’s trade. Stephen King, the prolifi c writer of best-
selling horror stories, says, “Writing is a matter of exercise . . . if you write for 
an hour and a half a day for ten years you’re gonna turn into a good writer.” In 
his book  On Writing, A Memoir of the Craft,  King lists fi rst in his suggestions for 
aspiring writers, “Read a lot of books.” 

 “You can’t write well if you don’t read,” says veteran reporter Joe Galloway. 
“Don’t show me your resumé,” he says of job applicants. “Show me your library 
card.” The writing coach Don Murray says, “Professional writers never learn to 
write; they continue to learn writing all their professional lives. The good writer 
is forever a student of writing.”     

  Doing It Right—in a Hurry 

  Novelist or journalist, said Hal Boyle, for years one of the AP’s top reporters, 
the writer has the same task: “The recognition of truth and the clear statement of 
it are the fi rst duties of an able and honest writer.” 

 Unlike the novelist, the journalist cannot spend hours in the search for the right 
word, a couple of days to devise a beguiling beginning. The journalist is asked to 
write—and to write well—now, quickly, before the clock’s hands sweep to the 
inexorable deadline. No other writer is asked to perform with such speed. Yet 
journalists manage to do the job, creating stories that are, in Kermode’s words, 
“accurate and shapely.”  

     Read Widely  
 In his Red Smith Lecture 

in Journalism at Notre 
Dame, Tim Russert, the 
Washington bureau chief 
of NBC News, described his 
daily reading:  

Newspapers are 
central to what I do. . . . 
They are invaluable 
in the work product, 
because of the number 
of people gathering the 
news and the resources 
they generally have. 
I read  The New York 
Times  and the  Wash-
ington Times.  I read  The 
New Republic  and  The 
National Review.  I read 
 The Nation  and  Human 
Events.   

I read left, right, 
and center. . . . I think 
it is imperative for an 
independent journalist, 
someone who is trying 
to ascertain to the very 
best of his or her ability 
what is the truth of the 
candidates’ positions? 
What is their consis-
tency? What is their 
intellectual grasp and 
understanding of the 
issues confronting us?    
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   Preliminaries 
 It is impossible to write for the public unless you understand what you are writ-

ing about. Comprehension precedes clarity. You cannot “be wholly clear about 
something you don’t understand,” says John Kenneth Galbraith, the Harvard 
economist whose books and articles about what is called “the dismal science” of 
economics are models of clarity. 

 With a fi rm grip on writing mechanics and the theme clearly in mind, the story 
will spin out of the computer. Well, almost. 

 A reminder: Don’t write writing. Don’t make clever prose the purpose 
of your writing. Your job is to communicate information. “I never heard a 
reader praise the quality of writing,” says Henry McNulty, for many years the 
ombudsman for  The Hartford Courant.  “They are only interested in the facts 
in a story and their accuracy.” Write well, the best you can to attract and retain 
readers, listeners and viewers. But never at the expense of a truthful telling of 
the story. 

 Writers who try to write well are always asking themselves whether the words 
they are using make their stories clear and direct. When they are dissatisfi ed with 
the answer, they revise and rewrite. An interviewer asked Hemingway what the 
problem was that caused him to rewrite the last paragraph of  A Farewell to Arms  
39 times. Hemingway replied, “Getting the words right.”    

  Show, Don’t Tell 

  In our effort to fi nd some guides to help us write well, we might start with Leo 
Tolstoy who, in describing the strength of his masterwork  War and Peace,  said, “I 
don’t tell; I don’t explain. I show; I let my characters talk for me.” 

 Journalists rediscover Tolstoy’s maxim in newsrooms everywhere. Rick Bragg 
recalls that as a new reporter in Birmingham a senior editor would take him aside 
and tell him his “one basic rule of good writing: Show me, don’t tell me. Let me 
see what you see. Paint me a picture. Then I’ll follow you anywhere, even past 
the jump.”  

   Make Pictures 
 Picture-painting helps the writer make his or her point. Look at how  Daily 

News  reporter Dave Goldiner puts the reader at the scene of the Sept. 11 World 
Trade Center terrorist bombing: 

     Which Is Better?  
 A. Police said Roger 

Lasser, 44, ran over Barnes 
after Barnes’ motorcycle hit 
Lasser’s car.  

B. Police said Roger 
Lasser, 44, ran over Barnes 
after Barnes’ Harley 
Davidson hit Lasser’s Ford 
Mustang.    

  Tears streaming down his face, Fire Lt. 
Vincent Boura stumbled yesterday out of 
The Pit—and wondered if anything would 
ever be the same. 

 Along with thousands of other soot-
 covered fi refi ghters, Boura spent hour after 
exhausting hour climbing in and out of a 

huge hole rescuers carved into the World 
Trade Center rubble. 

 They rappelled down 30-foot ropes as 
bright sunshine glinted off their helmets 
amid smoke. 

 They stumbled through the debris-
choked blackness that once housed stores 

     Action Verbs  
 In Goldiner’s story, the 

verbs propel the reader into 
the scene of  destruction 
and death— stumbled, 
carved, rappelled, glinted, 
searched, lurched.     
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 We don’t have to be told how terrible the scene of death and devastation is. 
We are shown, and the effect is greater than if we were told. 

  Enduring Lesson   Louis Lyons, a Boston newspaperman and later curator of 
the Nieman Foundation for journalists at Harvard, never forgot the lesson his 
night editor taught him. “When I was a cub reporter I had a story to do on the 
quarterly report of the old Boston Elevated system, whose history then as now 
was a nearly unbroken record of defi cits,” Lyons recalled. “This time they were in 
the black. I knew just enough to know how extraordinary that was. 

 “I wrote: ‘The Boston Elevated had a remarkable record for January—it 
showed a profi t. . . . ’ 

 “The old night editor brought my copy back to my typewriter. He knew I was 
green. In a kindly way, quite uncharacteristic of him, he spelled out the trouble. 

 “He pointed out that the word  remarkable  ‘is not a reporting word. That is 
an editorial word.’ ” Then he advised Lyons to write the story so that the reader 
would say, “That’s remarkable.”     

  Human Interest Essential 

  The Department of Health and Human Services reported that 1.1 million mi-
nors run away or are thrown out of their homes every year. Most runaways are 
physically or sexually abused by a parent. About a third have an alcoholic parent, 
and many are from foster homes.  

    Troubled Teens   To give the report life and meaning, Sonia L. Nazario of  The 
Wall Street Journal  found some troubled teen-agers in California. Her account 
begins:  

  HOLLYWOOD—Five teen-agers crouch 
over a candle in a dark, fetid cavern under 
a busy roadway. Around them, the dirt fl oor 
seems to move as rats look for food. As the 
teen-agers pass around a half-gallon bottle 
of Riesling, they talk about their latest sex-
ual scores. This is the place the teens call, 
simply, the Hole. “This is my home,” reads 
a graffi to scrawled on a concrete wall. 

 Here at the Hole, an ever-changing 
group of about 30 teen-agers, who have 
run away from home or been thrown out, 

have banded together to form a grotesquely 
modern kind of family. Predominantly 
white, middle-class and from troubled 
backgrounds, the “Trolls,” as they call 
themselves, come to the Hole to fi nd empa-
thy and love. They have adopted a street 
father, a charismatic ex-con named John 
Soaring Eagle, or “Pops” to his fl ock. In 
return for his affection and discipline, the 
Trolls support Pops—and themselves—by 
panhandling, prostitution and mugging.  

on the concourse. They searched—mostly 
in vain—for any signs of life. 

 “I’m going to go home and kiss my 
daughter,” said Boura, who lurched down 

the street, soot covering him from head to 
toe. “She’s just starting to say ‘Daddy.’ 
Unfortunately, a lot of kids are not going to 
be able to say ‘Daddy’ anymore.”  

     Reach the Reader  
 “The key questions are: 

Is this stuff interesting? 
Does it move, touch, anger, 
tickle, surprise, sadden or 
inform? If it does you are in 
for a treat, a good read.”  

 —Thomasine Berg,  
The Providence Journal    
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  Teen Priorities   In a three-sentence paragraph, Sam Blackwell of the Eureka, 
Calif.,  Times-Standard  shows us a lot about teenage romance: 

  They had met cruising the loop between 
Fourth and Fifth Streets in Eureka. She fell 
in love with Wes’ pickup truck, then fell in 
love with Wes. Wes gave her an engagement 
ring the day she graduated from high school.   

  Visualize   Showing can be accomplished even within the confi nes of a single 
sentence. Consider the science reporter who wanted to describe the size of a small 
worm. She wrote, “Although they strongly caution against inferring too much 
about human life spans from worms no bigger than a comma at the end of this 
clause, they say that evolution. . . .” 

 If one of the writer’s most compelling directives is to make the reader see, then 
the science writer did just that. Telling not only makes for dull reading, it makes 
readers passive. Showing engages readers by making them visualize, draw con-
clusions, experience insights.   

  Let Them Talk, Act 
 “Isn’t anybody in this town can beat me. I’m invincible.” This is Bella Stumbo 

of the  Los Angeles Times  quoting a politician. She doesn’t have to tell us the man 
has a gigantic ego. 

 Good writers let the words and the actions of their subjects do the work. John 
Ciardi says, “Make it happen; don’t talk about its happening.” 

 When the reporter makes it happen, the reader moves into the story. The writer 
disappears as intermediary between the event and the reader. 

 To show the effects of the disappearance of dairy farms in the northeast, the 
reporter wrote of the farmers who stick around after selling their farms and can be 
seen “in the general store buying their morning beer.” 

 H.L. Mencken was a master of invective. A columnist for 
 The Baltimore Sun,  he was never so masterfully abusive as 
when skewering writing he considered contemptible. Here 
is perhaps the most famous bashing on record. Mencken is 
commenting on the writing of President Warren G. Harding: 

  I rise to pay my small tribute to Dr. Harding. Setting 
aside a college professor or two and a half a dozen dipso-
maniacal newspaper reporters, he takes the fi rst place in 
my Valhalla of literati. That is to say, he writes the worst 

  Mencken on Writing 

English that I have ever encountered. It reminds me of a 
string of wet sponges; it reminds me of tattered washing 
on the line; it reminds me of stale bean-soup, of college 
yells, of dogs barking idiotically through endless nights. 
It is so bad that a sort of grandeur creeps into it. It drags 
itself out of the dark abysm (I was about to write abscess!) 
of pish, and crawls insanely up to the topmost pinnacle of 
posh. It is rumble and bumble. It is balder and dash.   

     32,000 Times Better  
 Henry James, the 

writer, advised young 
writers that “an ounce of 
example is worth a ton of 
generalities.”    

     Quote Them  
 “Realistic dialogue 

involves the reader more 
completely than any other 
single device. It also defines 
character more quickly and 
effectively than any other 
single device. (Dickens has 
a way of fixing character 
in your mind so that you 
have the feeling he has 
described every inch of his 
appearance—only you go 
back and discover that he 
actually took care of his 
physical description in two 
or three sentences; the rest 
he has accomplished with 
dialogue.)”  

 —Tom Wolfe     
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 Details show us more than generalities do. A story about a former Minnesota 
beauty queen pleading guilty to shoplifting described her loot as “several items.” 
When the story reached an AP editor, she found out what had been stolen and put 
the items in the story—a swimsuit, silk scarves and hairpieces. 

  Frank Sinatra Has a Cold   Here’s the beginning of the article  Esquire  says is 
the best story it ever published:

  Frank Sinatra, holding a glass of bour-
bon in one hand and a cigarette in the other, 
stood in a dark corner of the bar between 
two attractive but fading blondes waiting 
for him to say something. But he said noth-
ing; he had been silent during much of the 
evening, except now in his private club in 
Beverly Hills he seemed even more distant, 
staring out through the smoke and semi-
darkness into a large room beyond the bar 
where dozens of young couples sat  huddled 

around small tables or twisted in the center 
of the fl oor to the clamorous clang of folk-
rock music blaring from the stereo. The two 
blondes knew, as did Sinatra’s four male 
friends who stood nearby, that it was a bad 
idea to force conversation upon him when 
he was in this mood of sullen silence, a 
mood that had hardly been uncommon dur-
ing this fi rst week of November, a month 
before his fi ftieth birthday.  

 

 Then a second blockbuster paragraph about some of the reasons for his sullen 
mood—publicity about his dating a 20-year-old; a CBS TV documentary that 
speculated on “his possible friendship with Mafi a leaders.” And at the end of the 
second paragraph: “Frank Sinatra has a cold.” 

 The third paragraph begins: 

  Sinatra with a cold is Picasso without 
paint, Ferrari without fuel—only worse. 
For the common cold robs Sinatra of that 
uninsurable jewel, his voice, cutting into 
the core of his confi dence. . . .  

 Whew. A writer is at work here. A study of Gay Talese’s  Esquire  article from 
1966 is worth a week of a journalism student’s time. The Sinatra article and oth-
ers by Tom Wolfe, Norman Mailer, John Sack and Richard Ben Cramer are avail-
able at  www.esquire.com .  

  Star Trek and Wimpy   When a television reporter returned with a feature 
about a local store that was selling books, posters, pictures and other material 
based on television’s “Star Trek,” his editor praised his enterprise. But the tape 
concentrated on the material sold. There was little about the customers, the “Star 
Trek” fans. 

 “We missed,” the editor said. “We should have followed a customer around 
and used him as the center of the story.” 

 Sometimes reporters fail to personalize events that easily lend themselves to 
human interest. When a puppy fell into the shaft of an abandoned well in  Carlsbad, 

     People the Sentence  
 Frederick C. Othman, 

a veteran reporter for UPI, 
advised young reporters to 
put as many personal refer-
ences as possible into each 
sentence, “he, she, uncle, 
boy, girl or any such word 
describing a human being. 
The more such words, the 
more interesting the story.”    

     The Story Behind   
 The Sinatra Story  

 When Gay Talese 
arrived in Los Angeles with 
his assignment from  Esquire  
to profile Frank Sinatra, 
the legendary singer was 
approaching 50, under 
the weather and unwilling 
to be interviewed. Talese 
began to talk to the people 
around Sinatra—his friends, 
associates, hangers-on, his 
family. And Talese observed 
Sinatra whenever he could.    
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N.M., the rescue operation became a front-page story in many newspapers. One 
press service story that used the name of the puppy, Wimpy, was widely preferred 
to the competition’s story that lacked the pup’s name.  

  Poison Center   Compare these two stories: 

     Most Memorable   
 Magazine Articles  

 Louis Menand, a  New 
Yorker  writer, describes 
Talese’s Sinatra profile as 
“immortal.” He includes it 
in a group of five articles 
as models of the New 
Journalism.  

The others:  
Lillian Ross’ profile of 

Ernest Hemingway, “How 
Do You Like It Now, Gentle-
men?” ( The New Yorker,  
1950).  

Tom Morgan’s “What 
Makes Sammy Jr. Run?” 
( Esquire,  1959) and 
“Brigitte Bardot: Problem 
Child” ( Look,  1960).  

Talese’s profile of the 
boxer Floyd Patterson, “The 
Loser” ( Esquire,  1964).    

 All doctors hope their patients never 
have occasion to use the Poison Control 
Center recently established in the emer-
gency room of the Community General 
Hospital. However, it should be reassuring 
to citizens, particularly parents, to know the 
center exists for use in an emergency. 

 Springfi eld is one of only eight cities in 
the state which have offi cial “recognized” 
centers to handle poisoning cases. The 
other seven cities are. . . .  

  I 

 A frantic mother called her physician 
and cried that her two-year-old had been 
at the oven cleaner. The child’s lips were 
smudged with the liquid. 

 The label said poison. What should she 
do? 

 Her call set in motion a series of checks 
and other calls. In a short time her physi-
cian knew precisely what chemicals were 

in the cleaner, which were poisonous, and 
what should be done. 

 The child was treated and beyond a few 
small burns on the lips and tongue the tod-
dler is doing well. 

 This was the fi rst case for the Freeport 
Poison Information Center in the Commu-
nity General Hospital.  

  II 

    1. Make sure you understand the event.  

   2. When you have found the focus for your story—when 
you know what you want to say—start writing.  

   3. Show, don’t tell.  

   4. Put good quotes and human interest high in the story.  

   5. Put relevant incidents and anecdotes high in the story.  

  Ten Guides to Good Writing 

   6. Use concrete nouns and colorful action verbs.  

   7. Avoid adjectival exuberance and resist propping up 
verbs with adverbs.  

   8. Avoid judgments and inferences. Let the facts talk.  

   9. Don’t raise questions you cannot answer in your copy.  

   10. Write simply, succinctly, honestly and quickly.    

 The journalist who wrote the second piece did a better job of writing because his 
reporting was superior. Incidentally, he contributed a greater public service because 
the picture he painted of a “frantic mother” is etched in the minds of parents. The 
second story is also more appropriate to the event—it  shows  what the Center does. 
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 The style of the second piece is consistent with the event. The average sen-
tence length of the fi rst fi ve sentences, which describe the poisoning incident, is 
around 11 words. The next three average 21 words because the reporter was seek-
ing to give an air of calm after the frenzy of the incident.   

  Human Interest Up High 
 We try to place as close to the lead as possible the human-interest example, 

incident or anecdote that spotlights the theme of the story: 

  The steady increase in tuition is driv-
ing some students away from the colleges 
of their choice and keeping them in schools 
close to home. 

 Ralph Cramer, a high school senior, was 
admitted to an Ivy League college, but the 
$30,000-plus tuition was out of his family’s 
reach. . . .  

 As you see, the example amplifi es and humanizes the story theme. When 
delayed leads are used, the human-interest incident usually begins the story. 
With direct leads—which often stress the formal aspect of the event—the human-
impact illustration or example should be close to the lead. 

 We are all a little like Alice (of  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland ). “ ‘What 
is the use of a book,’ thought Alice, ‘without pictures or conversations?’ ” 
The print reporter lets the anecdotes serve as pictures, and the quotations as 
conversations.    

  Quotations Are Essential 

  Wallace Stevens, the insurance company executive who wrote poetry that in-
fl uenced a generation of poets, commented with some incredulity on events that 
were swirling around him: “In the presence of extraordinary actuality, conscious-
ness takes the place of imagination.” Fact has supplanted fi ction. 

     Word Pictures  
 From a book review by 

Mary Roach in  The New 
York Times:   

He doesn’t just tell you 
that small birds needs to 
keep eating. He says, “A 
crossbill needs to find a 
spruce seed every seven 
seconds.” He doesn’t tell 
us that blubber is good 
insulation. He tells us it has 
the same thermal conduc-
tivity as asbestos. Or that a 
polar bear “enters the cold 
season rotund, wearing 
the equivalent of eight or 
10 wool sweaters under 
its fur.”    

     Life  
 William Maxwell, one 

of the great editors and 
a writer, said: “After 40 
years, what I came to care 
about most was not style, 
but the breath of life.”    

   Dull      Interesting   
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 Why, then, is so much journalism dull and unconvincing? Possibly because 
writers do not use in their stories what they see and hear. They paraphrase good 
quotes. They explain instead of letting the incident show the reader. 

 Here are two paragraphs from a book by Studs Terkel,  Working: People Talk 
About What They Do All Day and What They Think of While They Do It.  Terkel, a 
radio reporter based in Chicago, interviewed a 14-year-old newsboy, Terry Pickens:

  I don’t see where being a newsboy and learning that people are pretty mean 
or that people don’t have enough money to buy things with is gonna make you a 
better person or anything. If anything, it’s gonna make a worse person out of you, 
’cause you’re not gonna like people that don’t pay you. And you’re not gonna 
like people who act like they’re doing you a big favor paying you. Yeah, it sort of 
molds your character, but I don’t think for the better. If anybody told me being a 
newsboy builds character, I’d know he was a liar. 

 I don’t see where people get all this bull about the kid who’s gonna be president 
and being a newsboy made a president out of him. It taught him how to handle his 
money and this bull. You know what it did? It taught him how to hate the people 
on his route. And the printers. And dogs. . . .             

 No paraphrase or summary would have the impact of Terry Pickens’ own 
words. For that matter, few psychologists with their understanding of the prob-
lems of adolescence can express so succinctly and convincingly—and with such 
emotion—the realities of growing up. 

 When the Virginia State Bar Association voted to admit its fi rst black member 
despite a determined effort by some senior members to block the move, a news 
story quoted a Richmond lawyer praising the applicant as a “commendable per-
son with a high standing as a lawyer.” Then the story quoted him as adding, “But 
he is a Negro and therefore I am opposed to accepting him as a member of this 
association. . . . I have a good many Negro friends, but I don’t invite any of them 
to my home or club to socialize with me.” 

 In two quotations, the reporter crystallized an aspect of racism.      

  Slaughter’s Witness   Let people talk and you are bound to hear a vivid image, 
a colorful phrase, a passionate vehemence, a deep sadness. After a riot at the New 
Mexico State Penitentiary during which 33 prisoners were beaten, burned and 
hacked to death by fellow inmates, a reporter asked what it had been like inside as 
prisoners wielded blowtorches, hammers and hacksaws. An inmate replied: 

  Man, what can I tell you? It was like 
the devil had his own butcher shop and you 
could get any cut you wanted.  

 In her story in  The Washington Post  about depression among youngsters, 
Laura Sessions Stepp balances the statements of authorities with the comments of 
adolescents like Darrell. 

 “Right over there,” she quotes Darrell as he points across the street, “some boy 
got shot. I was at the skate rink across the street when it happened. You never 

Listening Pays Off
 Reporters develop an 

ear sensitive to the revealing 
statement. Here are some 
that capture the essence of 
an event or the nature of 
the person quoted:  

“The reason that the 
all-American boy prefers 
beauty to brains is that 
he can see better than 
he can think.”  

— Farrah Fawcett   

“Put three grains of 
sand inside a vast cathe-
dral and the cathedral 
will be more closely 
packed with sand than 
space is with stars.”  

— James Jeans   

(continued on next 
two pages)

   ‘Magical Door’   
“With envy, I listen to 

my grandchildren and great-
grandchildren speak the 
beautiful language. Speak-
ing English is like a magical 
door to anywhere for them.”  

—Irene Begody, 77, 
Navajo Reservation  

 Mark Henle, 
 The Phoenix Gazette  
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know when it’s going to be pointing your way. You shouldn’t have to worry 
about getting shot when you’re a kid.”   

  Good Quotes Up High 
 Here’s how Colleen Krantz began her story about sexual predators for the  Des 

Moines Sunday Register:  

  CEDAR RAPIDS, IA—The growing 
number of computer-savvy teens are at 
increasing risk of being targeted online by 
sexual predators, federal authorities said. 

 “The danger zone used to be the play-
ground,” said Rod Jensen, U.S. postal 

inspector who was among the federal offi -
cials who raised the issue at a news confer-
ence last week at the U.S. attorney’s offi ce 
in Cedar Rapids. “Now, the danger zones 
are Web sites, news groups and the private 
chat rooms.”  

 Quotes like those Krantz used sum up the event. Quotations also help achieve 
conviction, that the reporter was there.    

  Styling the Story 

  Every event has its own tone, texture and pace that writers try to refl ect in their 
stories. The way a story is written is known as its  style.  An understanding of style 
might start with Cicero, the Roman statesman and orator: “Whatever his theme 
he will speak it as becomes it; neither meagerly where it is copious, nor meanly 
where it is ample, not in this way where it demands that; but keeping his speech 
level with the actual subject and adequate to it.” 

 In the following story of a murder, the short sentences refl ect the starkness of 
the event: 

    Sixteen-year-old Kenneth Richardson 
was killed Thursday over a fl oppy brown 
hat, police said. 

 “It was just a plain old hat,” Metro 
Homicide Detective Hugo Gomez said. 

 Richardson was wearing it. Someone 
tried to take it. Richardson refused. 

 Others entered the fray. The youth ran. 
They chased him. 

 “It was a running and shooting type 
thing. They were shooting directly at him,” 
Gomez said. 

 Richardson still had the hat when taken 

to International Hospital, where he died in 
surgery. Dade’s 554th homicide this year. 

 He was shot in the parking lot of the Mi-
ami Gardens Shopping Plaza at 12:15 a.m., 
soon after the nearby Gardens Shopping Skat-
ing Center closed for the night, police said. 

 No arrests have been made. 
 “They were all Carol City kids,” Gomez 

said. “There was talk of several guns.” 

 About 25 youths were in the area at the 
time, police say. “But there was nothing but 
the dust settling when we got there,” Gomez 
said.  

“He’s great, especially 
his poems.”  
— Ringo Starr when asked 

what he thought of 
Beethoven   

“The federal courts 
have just given the 
Alabama state prison 
system a barbed-wire 
enema.”  
— George Wallace when a 
federal court ordered him 

to improve the state 
penal system   

“We never gave up, 
but they were just a lot 
better than we were.”  
— Melissa Hawley, 15, who 

scored her team’s only 
basket in a 115–2 loss   

“Son, it looks to me 
like you’re spending 
too much time on one 
subject.”  

— Texas A&M basketball 
coach to a player who had 

received one D and four F’s   

“We’re more popular 
than Jesus now. I don’t 
know which will go 
first, rock ‘n’ roll or 
Christianity.”  

— John Lennon   

“He could do anything 
with a football but auto-
graph it.”  

— Sportswriter on a 
midwestern college 

quarterback, a whiz on the 
field, a dunce in class   

“I had felt for a long 
time, that if I was ever 
told to get up so a 
white person could sit, 
that I would refuse to 
do so.”  

— Rosa Parks   

Fight for Hat Cited as Motive in Boy’s Slaying

— The Miami Herald 
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150 Part Three Writing the Story

      Making Words Fit the Event 
 Because journalists are obliged to tell their stories briefl y, they must choose 

words that count, words that quickly and effi ciently paint pictures. The story is 
most effective when the journalist selects words in which the denotative and con-
notative meanings, the explicit and implicit meanings, mesh. 

 When New York City was close to bankruptcy, the city appealed for federal 
aid. President Ford brusquely said no, that the city’s profl igacy and incompetence 
had caused its fi scal misery and that it had to put its house in order itself. Ponder-
ing the story on the president’s refusal, William Brink, the managing editor of the 
 Daily News,  cast about for the fi ve or six words he could fi t into the  News’  page 1 
headline for the story. He tried: 

  FORD REFUSES 
 AID TO CITY  

 The headline was dull, and the top line was half a unit too long. He tried 
again: 

  FORD SAYS NO 
 TO CITY AID  

 This fi t, but it was as dull as the fi rst. Brink recalls that in the back of his mind 
was the idea that “Ford hadn’t just declined to help us. He had, in effect, con-
signed us to the scrap heap.” He then wrote two words on a piece of copy paper. 
After a few moments, he put three other words above them. 

 The headline in the margin here was instantly famous. Television news sta-
tions displayed it that night, and  Time  and  Newsweek  ran it in their summaries of 
the city’s plight. It not only presented the information succinctly (denotative), it 
also suggested the president’s disdain for New York (connotative) in language 
New Yorkers understand. The headline was appropriate to the subject. 

 Ford said that the headline cost him the election in his race against Jimmy 
Carter for the presidency. Carter had 297 electoral votes to Ford’s 240. Ford lost 
New York’s 41 electoral votes by 300,000 votes out of a total of 6.5 million. 

  Vocabulary Helps   The key to stylistic excellence is a wide vocabulary and a 
sensitivity to language that guides word choice. For instance, when the treasurer 
of a large utility is convicted of stealing $25,000 in company funds, a reporter 
can write:

    The  employee  was xxx.  

   The  offi cial  was xxx.  

   The  executive  was xxx.    

 Each noun has a different connotation.  Employee  would be appropriate for 
a lower-ranking worker. Although he is an  offi cial  of the company, the word 

•

•

•

“He can run, but he 
can’t hide.”  
— Joe Louis, before his title 

fight with Billy Conn   

“My father always told 
me that all businessmen 
were sons of bitches, 
but I never believed it 
until now.”  

— John F. Kennedy when 
U.S.Steel proposed 

price increases   

“If a man hasn’t dis-
covered something that 
he will die for, he isn’t 
fit to live.”  

— Martin Luther King Jr.  

  Historic Headline  
The  Daily News  headline 

is recognized as the height 
of the art. Contrast it with 
this headline from a com-
peting morning newspaper:  

Ford, Castigating City,  
Asserts He’d Veto  
Fund Guarantee  

This headline was in  The 
New York Times.   
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usually is used in connection with public offi cials.  Executive  seems most 
appropriate. 

 Next some verbs:

    He  pilfered  $25,000 xxx.  

   He  took  $25,000 xxx.  

•

•

Taking the Gospel to College Students  

 The careful reporter listens closely to the message of 
this young evangelist as she proclaims the gospel at the 
University of Arkansas. The writer quotes her, describes 

her intensity, watches students’ reactions. The reporter 
also interviews the students to whom she is preaching and 
talks to the evangelist about her successes and failures. 

 © Greg Lovett 
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   He  appropriated  $25,000 for his own use.  

   He  embezzled  $25,000 xxx.  

   He  stole  $25,000 xxx.   

             Pilfered  seems to trivialize the event.  Took  is prosaic: We  take  a rest,  take  
cream in our coffee.  Appropriated  suggests an offi cial action: Congress  appropri-
ates  funds.  Embezzled  and  stole  are strong words and probably the best to use. 

 Good writing is anchored in control, but sometimes the words take off on their 
own: 

  Thoughts fl ew like spaghetti in her brain. 
 “Marvin,” she hissed. 

 The muscles on his arms rose slowly, like a loaf of bread 
taking shape.    

  The Stylist 
 The stylist is prized in every newsroom, just as an individual style is valued 

in every fi eld. Yet reporters often are unimaginative in their selection of facts, 
and too often their writing is uninspired. A vapid writing style begets stereotyped 
observations and vice versa. Compare the beginnings of these two stories about 
Memorial Day. Which one is more appropriate to the event? 

•

•

•

 An Army general offi cer and a Navy 
lieutenant commander reminded Topekans 
of their debt and responsibility to Ameri-
ca’s war dead in two Memorial Day ser-
vices Tuesday morning. 

 Brig. Gen. John A. Berry, commanding 
general of Fort Riley, spoke to representa-
tives of 18 veterans organizations at cer-
emonies at Mount Hope Cemetery. 

 Earlier, Lt. Cmdr. John G. Tilghman, 
U.S. Navy Reserve, talked briefl y at ser-
vices on the Topeka Avenue Bridge. 

 “It is good for us to gather this morning 

to think of—and thank—those men and 
women who gave their lives in wars past 
that you and I may have the full benefi ts 
and privileges and responsibilities of our 
American heritage,” said Cmdr. Tilghman. 

 “Many men in our wars did not always 
understand all the causes behind the war in 
which they fought, but they were sure they 
wanted those of us at home to continue to 
enjoy the birthright and heritage which is 
ours, and gave their lives that we might do 
so.”  

— The State Journal   

  Fresno Rites Honor Fallen War Heroes 

Too Much
 Columnists are allowed 

more leeway than news-
writers, but sometimes they 
are checked, even when 
their reputations are based 
on colorful writing. Molly 
Ivins, whose column was 
written from Texas, wrote 
of a local politician that “if 
his IQ slips any lower, we’ll 
have to water him twice a 
day.” But when she wrote 
of “a fella . . . havin’ a 
beer-gut that belongs in the 
Smithsonian,” her editors 
made it read, “a man with 
a protuberant abdomen.” 

  Topeka Reminded of Debts to Dead 

 Walk with me early this Memorial Day 
through the Liberty Cemetery before the 
ceremonies begin and a thousand feet scat-
ter the dust over these quiet gravestones. 

 Here are the dead of many of our na-
tion’s wars. 

 A Flag flutters beside each grave and 
flowers grace them all. No one is for-
gotten. 

 Some died in uniform. Others, like Ser-
geant William J. Dallas of the 2nd Tennes-
see Infantry in the Spanish-American War, 
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 The fi rst story is like dozens of Memorial Day stories. The oratory, although 
perhaps passionately uttered, has little emotional impact because it ignores those 
the event commemorates—the victims of war. The second story teeters on the 
edge of sentimentality in the lead, but soon settles into understated narrative that 
seeks to match the solemn nature of the event.  

  Changing Styles 
 Journalistic writing is an evolving, changing form of writing. It has been at 

times lush and imaginative, then spare and direct. Print writers are searching for 
ways to tell stories that will grab and hold the attention of people increasingly 
distracted by the clamor of everyday life and the enticements of an entertainment 
culture. Online writers are told to keep their stories short to hold readers too busy 
to tarry. 

  Tom Wolfe   Fifty years ago, journalists embraced the New Journalism of Tom 
Wolfe and other rule-breakers. In a review of an anthology of Wolfe’s journal-
ism,  The Purple Decades: A Reader,  Ellen Wilson describes Wolfe’s inspiration 
for this new way of writing: 

     Good Writing: 
Four Principles  

  Accurate:  The language 
fits the situation.  

 Clear:  The story is 
free of vagueness and 
ambiguity.   

Convincing:  The story 
is believable. It sounds true.

   Appropriate:  The style 
is natural and unstrained. 
Mark Twain said good writ-
ing is marked by “unpre-
tentiousness, simplicity 
of language, naturalness, 
selecting just the right word 
for the service needed.”    

went to war and returned to live a long 
life—80 years long. 

 Many stones stand upright, their marble 
veined with the passage of time. What stories 
lie behind some of these stones? The pass-
erby cannot tell. The inscriptions simply say: 

 Michael O’Connor, US Navy, Spanish-
American War. 

 Or, in the Civil War section: Isaac N. 
Ulsh, Company B, 13th Kansas infantry. 

 Other markers tell more: 
 Jack T. Martin, Jr., 1922–1942, USS 

Langley, Lost At Sea. 
  James S. Waggoner, CEM, USN, USS 
Kete, 1917–1945, Lost at Sea. . . .  

— The Fresno Bee   

  In the early Sixties, Tom Wolfe went 
to the New York Coliseum to cover a Hot 
Rod and Custom Car show, and came back 
with the New Journalism. As he tells it in 
the introduction to “The Kandy-Kolored 
Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby,” he felt 
frustrated by his inability to recreate the 
atmosphere of the show, with its “nutty-
looking, crazy baroque custom cars, sitting 
in little nests of pink angora angels hair,” 
in standard journalese. He needed a style 

fl exible and uninhibited enough to capture 
everything a straight news story would 
miss: the carnival atmosphere and the 
thoughts and emotions of the participants. 

 He came up with a style incorporat-
ing slang and contemporary speech pat-
terns, stream of consciousness and abrupt 
switches in perspective. The fi rst step was 
painstaking research and close attention to 
detail. After that, he was free to select from 
the novelist’s whole bag of tricks.   

  Storytelling   The New Journalism has been succeeded by narrative writing, sto-
rytelling that takes some of its components from the techniques of fi ction writers, 
as Wolfe recommended. These tools include emphasis on individuals through 
whom the action is advanced, dialogue, scene-setting, suspense. It takes to the 
outer limit the injunction “show me, don’t tell me.” 

     Technique  
 “Sometimes the eye 

too narrowed on technique 
misses the point of purpose 
and content.”  

 —William Safire   
“Technique holds a 

reader from sentence to 
sentence, but only content 
will stay in his mind.”

   —Joyce Carol Oates     
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 The storytelling form, some critics argue, tends to overstate the dramatic and 
the colorful, sometimes at the expense of nuance and ambiguity, the irritating 
details that complicate the story line. Others, such as Jack Lule in his book  Daily 
News, Eternal Stories: The Mythological Role of Journalism,  counter that the 
news media are in trouble because they have strayed from storytelling. The result, 
says Lule, is that “news has become less valuable, less central.” 

 Clearly, some events are best told using the standard news form of direct lead 
and then the body of the story that buttresses the lead. Some events lend them-
selves to the storytelling form. 

 When the police fi nally solved a triple murder in Florida and put the killer on 
trial, Tom French of the  St. Petersburg Times  knew that he had the makings of a 
narrative. 

 French spent three years on and off to gather information about the disappear-
ance and death of a woman and her two daughters while they were on vacation 
in Florida. His work led to a seven-part series and the Pulitzer Prize. For excerpts 
from French’s narratives, see  Angels & Demons  in  NRW Plus.         

  Writing for the Medium 

  Much of what we have been discussing seems to be print-centered. Actually, 
the concepts are applicable to all the media. But reporting and writing for broad-
casting and Web sites do have special requirements. 

 Broadcast writing, which we will discuss in detail in Chapter 9, is more 
condensed than print writing. The reader can always go back to reread unclear 
print material. The radio listener and the TV viewer have to grasp meaning 
now. This means broadcast writing does not have much detail, few compli-
cations. Online writers know their readers want stories boiled down to the 
essence.                

  Convergence   A growing number of media companies have been using a one-
style-fi ts-all form of writing in their converged newsrooms. The same story is 
supposed to be used for print, broadcast and online outlets. More common, how-
ever, in the converged newsroom is the requirement that the reporter write sepa-
rate versions of the story for each of the media. 

 This means that present-day newswriters must be familiar with all forms of 
newswriting. In some newsrooms, print reporters also go on air to discuss their 
stories. 

 Before we go on, a reminder and a qualifi er. 
  The reminder:  A great deal of work is done before the reporter writes. Good 

journalistic writing is the result of good reporting and clear thinking. Clever writ-
ing cannot conceal a paucity of facts, stale observations or insensitive reactions to 
people. But bad writing can nullify superior reporting. 

  The qualifi er:  In the rest of this chapter—and in other chapters, too—rules, 
formulas and injunctions are presented. They are offered as guidelines, as ways 

Tribute
 “His writing always 

sparkled. He liked concrete 
nouns and active verbs, and 
each paragraph was solid as 
a brick.”  

 —Pete Hamill, an obituary 
of Lars-Erik Nelson of the  
Daily News  and  Newsday 

     Plain Talk  
 “If any man were to ask 

me what I would suppose 
to be a perfect style of 
language, I would answer, 
that in which a man speak-
ing to five hundred people, 
of all common and various 
capacities, idiots or lunatics 
excepted, should be under-
stood by them all, and in 
the same sense which the 
speaker intended to be 
understood.”  

 —Daniel Defoe   
“If language is not 

correct, then what is said is 
not what is meant; if what 
is said is not what is meant, 
then what ought to be 
done remains undone.”   

—Confucius     
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to get going. They should not be considered inviolate laws. But it is best for the 
beginner to accept them for the time being, until his or her competence is proved. 
After this apprenticeship has been served, the experienced journalist can heed 
Anton Chekhov’s comments about writing in his play  The Seagull.  “I’m coming 
more and more to believe that it isn’t old or new forms that matter. What matters 
is that one should write without thinking about forms at all. Whatever one has to 
say should come straight from the heart.”     

  Reporting 

  The journalist uses details to build a picture that shows us what is going on and 
that convinces us of the truth of the account. The journalist’s eye catches the tears of 
the child whose puppy takes third place instead of fi rst at the dog show. Such specifi c 
observations convince the reader that the reporter’s account can be trusted.  

   Details, Specifi cs 
 In his series about the shooting of a policeman, Robert L. Kaiser of the  Chicago 

Tribune  put his readers on the scene with these details: 
 As they prepared for their shift, one of the offi cers put his “9 mm SIG-Sauer 

P22—black and silver with a 13-shot magazine” in his holster. They rode in a 
“Ford Crown Victoria.” The radio “crackled with news of a shooting near 43rd 
and State Streets” and the driver “mashed the accelerator with his size 9 boot and 
headed north.” A gang member in a housing project notorious for drug dealing 
fi red his gun, “a .357 can travel up to 1,350 feet per second—faster than the speed 
of sound. This one seared at least 60 feet in less than a heartbeat. With a muffl ed 
thump it tore into Ceriale. The bullet had a copper jacket and a core of lead. It 
opened a half inch hole in the lower left abdomen just below the protective vest, 
fl attening as it burrowed down below the pubic bone toward the hip.” 

 A victim of sniper shootings in the Washington, D.C., area was given indi-
viduality by the reporter’s use of detail. Premuwar Walekar, a taxi driver from 
Pune, India, was shot while pumping gas “moments after buying a newspaper, a 
lottery ticket and a pack of gum,” the reporter wrote.  

  Authoritative Sources 
 Readers and listeners fi nd some news unconvincing because the sources that 

journalists use are offi cials or so-called experts who have not experienced the 
situations they are describing. A local story about unemployment that quotes only 
offi cials and data is inadequate. Unemployment is more than fi gures released by 
an offi cial sitting at a desk. It is men and women standing idle on street corners or 
waiting anxiously in offi ces day after day for job interviews. 

 In his article “Nobodies” about the exploitation of Mexican immigrant farm 
labor that appeared in  The New Yorker,  John Bowe asks Adan Ortiz if he had ever 
owned any land. Ortiz answers, “I don’t even own the dirt under my fi ngernails.”    

     Advisory  
 Newcomers to the  St. 

Petersburg Times  news-
room are told to “get the 
name of the dog, the brand 
of the beer, the color and 
make of the sports car.”    
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  Conviction 

  Some people fi nd the news they read, hear and see unconvincing. 
 “What’s the real story?” reporters are asked, as though they were prevented 

from revealing the truth by powerful advertisers or friends of the publisher or 
station manager. These pressures rarely infl uence reporters. More often, the pres-
sures of time and the inaccessibility of documents and sources impede truth tell-
ing, and just as often, reporting and writing failures get in the way of the real 
story. Here are the components of a story that is accurate, complete and credible:

  Reporting: 

  1. Relevant factual material from personal observation and physical sources. 
Details, specifi cs.  

  2. Authoritative and knowledgeable human sources for additional information.  

  3. Signifi cant and complete background information.   

  Writing: 

  1. Simple language.  

  2. Incidents, examples and quotes that document the lead.  

  3. Human interest.  

  4. Appropriate style.    

 Next, let’s look at how journalists use—and misuse—their basic tool, words.             

  Accuracy of Language 

  The city editor of a medium-size Iowa daily stared at the lead in disbelief. A 
reporter who had covered a city commission meeting the night before had writ-
ten that the commission adopted a controversial resolution “with one descending 
vote.” The proper word is  dissenting,  the city editor informed his errant reporter. 

 Without accuracy of language, the journalist cannot make the story match the 
event. The obvious way to check words for accuracy is to use the dictionary. 

 Ernest Hemingway’s writing was simple, but it was not simplistic. He shaved 
language to the bone, but at no sacrifi ce to meaning. This required hard work. 
Reaching for a baseball metaphor, Hemingway said of the writer that “he has to 
go the full nine even if it kills him.”            

   Use Words with Referents 
 A reporter’s vocabulary comes from a feel for words, for the way people use 

language, which sometimes differs from dictionary usage. “The true meaning of 
a term is to be found by observing what a man does with it, not by what he says 
about it,” says the scientist P.W. Bridgeman. 

Journalism
 “See a thing clearly and 

describe it simply. That is 
the essence of good news-
paper work.”  

 —Arthur Brisbane  

The Right Word
 Here are Mark Twain’s 

observations about word 
usage:  

A powerful agent 
is the right word. When-
ever we come upon one 
of those intensely right 
words . . . the resulting 
effect is physical as well 
as spiritual, and electri-
cally prompt.  

The difference 
between the right word 
and the almost right 
word is really a large 
matter—the difference 
between lightning and 
the lightning bug. 

     Details, Details  
 When reporting a mur-

der, Edna Buchanan says 
she wants to know “what 
movie they saw before they 
got gunned down.  

“What were they wear-
ing? What did they have 
in their pockets? What 
was cooking on the stove? 
What song was playing on 
the jukebox?  

“I always ask what the 
dog’s name is, what the 
cat’s name is.”    

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch07_140-168.indd   156men11994_ch07_140-168.indd   156 12/17/09   9:00:34 PM12/17/09   9:00:34 PM



Chapter 7 The Writer’s Art 157

 Journalists use words that correspond to specifi c objects. When the journal-
ist writes about the state treasurer’s annual report, she is describing a specifi c 
person who has issued a document that can be examined. But when the reporter 
takes it upon herself to describe the report as  sketchy  or  optimistic,  she is mov-
ing into an area in which there are no physical referents. She may use such 
words in an interpretative story, but only if she anchors them to specifi c facts and 
fi gures. 

 Words such as  progress, freedom, liberal, conservative, patriotism, big busi-
ness  cause trouble because they fl oat off in space without being anchored to any-
thing specifi c, concrete or identifi able. Reporters do quote sources who use these 
words and phrases, but they make sure to ask sources to explain just how they are 
using these vague terms. 

  No Farm   Unwary reporters can become accomplices in brainwashing. When 
an oil company distributed a press release announcing the construction of an “oil 
farm” outside a Massachusetts town and the reporter dutifully wrote in her lead 
that the “oil farm will occupy a tract southeast of the city,” the reporter was not 
only using language inaccurately, but helping the oil fi rm obscure reality. The 
so-called farm was to be used for oil storage tanks, which have a grimy image. 
A farm, with visions of white barns and green pastures, is what the oil company 
wanted readers to imagine so that potential opposition would be diverted.  Farm  
as used by the oil company and the reporter is a  euphemism.    

  Euphemisms 
 When Congress was discussing  taxes,  it sought to soften the impact of that 

dread word by substituting the words  revenue enhancement.  In Northern Califor-
nia, where marijuana is a major agricultural product, the polite term for its cultiva-
tion is  cash-intensive horticulture.  A company does not demote an employee; it 
hands him or her a  negative advancement.  When the  Challenger  shuttle exploded, 
the bodies were placed not in coffi ns but in  crew transfer containers.  In obituar-
ies, people do not  die,  they  pass away.  

 Newspapers have tweaked their technology to keep words and phrases con-
sidered politically or socially taboo from staining the news columns. Here’s an 
example from a  New York Times  story quoting a German tourist visiting an Indian 
reservation in the Southwest: “As children, we used to play cowboy and Native 
American.” 

 Some journalists may consider themselves compassionate for letting euphe-
misms slip by. After all, what is the harm in permitting people who work with 
convicts to describe prisoners as the  consumers of criminal justice services?  What, 
for that matter, is wrong with  senior citizens  for older people or  sight deprived  for 
the blind? Surely, these euphemisms hurt no one. 

 Actually, they do damage us because they turn us away from reality. If the 
journalist’s task can be reduced to a single idea, it is to point to reality. Words 
should describe the real, not blunt, blur or distort it.  

     Cloaking Reality  
 The use of euphemisms 

can lead to absurdity as 
in this lead to an obituary 
in the journal  Journalism 
and Mass Communication 
Educator:   

George Gerbner, 86, 
Annenberg School for 
Communications at the 
University of Pennsyl-
vania dean emeritus, 
passed Christmas Eve in 
Philadelphia.  

The fact is that Gerbner 
 died.  The journal heads its 
obituary column  Passages,  
another euphemism.    
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  Jargon 
 We now enter the land of  technospeak, sportsspeak  and  bizspeak  where the 

dwellers talk of bytes, hoops and derivatives leaving us outsiders bewildered. 
The venerable Fowler’s  Modern English Usage  tells us that jargon is “talk that 
is considered both ugly-sounding & hard to understand: applied especially to the 
sectional vocabulary of a science, art, class, sect, trade or profession, full of tech-
nical terms. . . .” 

 Last time I looked,  jargon  was the subject of 12 million entries in Google, 
eight times more than those for  euphemism.  Could it be that writers want to 
impress their readers with their learning, their inside knowledge? That may be 
permissible, even essential, for the legal scholar’s journal article about “collective 
bargaining” or the physicist’s writing of “hydrodynamics.” But journalists write 
for the general public and they have to:

   1. Defi ne specialist terms.  

  2. Avoid inside-speak.     

  Said 
 These misuses of language are dangerous shoals on which many reporters have 

run aground. If we could mark the reefs that threaten writers, the most dangerous 
would be where reporters have gone under while fi shing for synonyms for the 
verb  to say.  

 Michael Gartner, editor of  The Daily Tribune  in Ames, Iowa, tells of his expe-
riences with his editor as a young reporter. Bill Kreger, a news editor at  The Wall 
Street Journal,  would spot a “he laughed,” “he sputtered,” “he grimaced” in the 
attribution. He would call Gartner, or the other miscreant, to his desk. 

 “Laugh me this sentence,” he would say. “Sputter me this sentence.” Or: 
“Grimace me this sentence.” 

 Then he would make the copy read, “he said.” 
 In Stephen King’s fi ve suggestions to aspiring writers, he says, “Use  said  and 

 says  for attributing in dialogue.” 
 Let it be said at once, loud and clear, the word  said  cannot be overused for 

attribution. If tempted to replace it with  affi rmed, alleged, asserted, contended, 
declared, pointed out, shouted, stated  or  whispered,  see the dictionary fi rst. Better 
still, recall Ring Lardner’s line: “Shut up he explained.”  

  Facts First, Words Second 
 To some writers, style is an end in itself. An article in  The New York Times 

Magazine  about the terror bombing of the World Trade Center led the writer 
Wyatt Mason to ask, “Is there a style in which the truth cannot be told?” He cited 
these two sentences from the magazine article: 

  And then Tower 2 sighed. The top fl oors buckled out, spraying tiny white 
shards, and the building sank into itself, crouching beneath the trees and out of 
frame.  

     Use the Senses  
 “Generally speaking, 

if he can’t see it, hear it, 
feel it and smell it, he can’t 
write it.”  

 —William Burroughs     

     So There  
 When Harvard awarded 

Andrew Jackson an honor-
ary degree, John Quincy 
Adams boycotted the 
ceremonies, describing 
Jackson, known as the 
people’s president, as “a 
barbarian who could not 
write a sentence of gram-
mar.” Jackson replied, “It is 
a damn poor mind indeed 
which can’t think of at 
least two ways to spell any 
word.”    
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 Mason comments: 

  A sigh, that gentlest and most trivial of exhalations, reserved for moments 
when we are placidly tired or mildly disappointed turns the collapse of one hun-
dred thousand tons of steel and glass—which made a cloud visible from space and 
a sound audible forty miles away—into a mild human wind. 

 As a “nice touch,” however idyllic, Whitehead’s use of the word “sighed” is as 
clear an instance as I have encountered of a stylistic choice, an aesthetic shaping, 
that distracts us instead to the description.  

 Whether it is words, the zoom lens or tape splicer, technical brilliance and 
technique have their place, second to truth telling.  

  Spelling 
 A few words about the bane of the copy editor, the misspelled word. A word 

incorrectly spelled is a gross inaccuracy. It is like a fl aw in a crystal bowl. No mat-
ter how handsome the bowl, the eye and mind drift from the sweeping curves to 
the crack. A spelling error screams for attention, almost as loudly as an obscenity 
in print. 

 Maybe not. These days we read  its  for it’s,  cemetary  for cemetery. Even  The 
New York Times,  surely one of the most scrupulously edited newspapers, has its 
share of misspellings. A story about nuns who support the ordination of women 
stated, “They want nuns to have a visible role at the  alter. ” 

  Spell-Check Limited   Some reporters put their trust in computer programs that 
check spelling. But such programs will not fl ag correctly spelled words that are mis-
used, such as  alter  for  altar.  The program was of no use to the student journalists 
who wrote these headlines for the Columbia University daily student newspaper: 

   Baker Field Sight of Football Triumph   

 Soccer Hopes for Tourney Birth after 2–1 Win   

 Spell-Check didn’t help the reporter for  The Napa Valley Register  whose story 
about the plans of Google to enlarge its information base included this sentence: 

  It wants us to feel free to load all the 
information we want into Google Base to 
create the largest suppository of informa-
tion on the planet.  

 Nor did the computer catch this misspelling in  Quill ’s interview with Kai Ryss-
dal of the American Public Media’s “Marketplace” program: “We all know that 
we bare the burden of making this entertaining and interesting.” 

 Intelligent reporters—good spellers or bad spellers—use the dictionary. Many 
editors associate intelligence with spelling ability because they consider the per-
sistent poor speller to be stupid for not consulting the dictionary—whatever his or 
her native intelligence.     

Oops  
 The city parks depart-

ment needs to invest in a 
dictionary, and learn how 
to use it. 

 R.L. Chambers 

     Check the Spell-Check  
 The campus newspaper 

heard that the midterm for 
Psych I consisted of a short-
answer quiz and an essay 
question and was a killer. 
But most students inter-
viewed felt they had done 
OK. The reporter wrote:  

Most students said the 
testes were very hard but 
that they managed to pass 
them.    

     Bad Spellers Beware  
 Reporters Without 

Borders reports that a North 
Korean journalist who 
misspelled the name of a 
government official was 
sentenced to 12 years in 
prison.    
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160 Part Three Writing the Story

  Clarity 

  The words and phrases the journalist selects must be put into a setting, into sen-
tences and paragraphs that make sense to readers. “If you’re going to be a newspa-
per writer you’ve got to put the hay down where the mules can reach it,” said Ralph 
McGill of the  Atlanta Constitution.  Although his reporting ranged over subjects as 
complex as race relations and foreign affairs, McGill’s writing was clear to all the 
paper’s readers. A reader of the King James version of the Bible, he learned early the 
strength, vigor and clarity of the precise word in the simple declarative sentence. 

 “A word fi tly spoken is like apples of gold in pictures of silver,” McGill said 
of the journalist’s craft, quoting from Proverbs in the Old Testament. We know 
several ways to make these pictures—these sentences and paragraphs—clear to 
our readers.  

   Grammar 
 First, there are the essentials of grammar and punctuation. In our grandparents’ 

day, students stood at the blackboard and diagrammed sentences. They broke sen-
tences down into nouns, verbs, pronouns, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, con-
junctions and interjections. Then they examined clauses—main and subordinate. 
This is how they learned sentence construction. In most schools today, the only 
grammar students learn is taught in foreign language classes. For a journalist, this 
is inadequate training. 

 One way the beginning journalist can cope with this inadequacy is to invest in 
a handbook of grammar.  

  Punctuation 
 Punctuation is the writer’s substitute for the storyteller’s pauses, stops and 

changes in voice level. The proper use of punctuation is essential to clarity. Mis-
use can change emphasis or meaning:

   “Let’s eat, Grandma.”  

  “Let’s eat Grandma.”     

  Sentence Length 
 Spurred by an anxiety to cram facts into sentences, some inexperienced report-

ers write blockbuster sentences. When you have a sentence running three lines or 
more, think of the self-editing of Isaac Babel, a Russian writer whose short stories 
are highly polished gems: 

  I go over each sentence, time and again. I start by cutting all the words it can 
do without. You have to keep your eye on the job because words are very sly. The 
rubbishy ones go into hiding and you have to dig them out—repetitions, syn-
onyms, things that simply don’t mean anything. 

 Before I take out the rubbish, I break up the text into shorter sentences. The more 
full stops the better. I’d like to have that passed as a law. Not more than one idea and 
one image to a sentence. 

     Required  
 “The newspaper writer’s 

first obligation is to be 
clear.”  

 —Saul Pett, AP     
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 After reading through dozens of freshman compositions, 
Loretta M. Shpunt, an English teacher at Trinity College in 
Washington, D.C., said she considered buying a red ink pad 
and a set of rubber stamps that read:

  Five Fatal Flaws 

   Not a Sentence  

  “It’s” Equals “It Is”  

  “Its” Is Possessive  

  Dangling Participle  

  “I” Before “E” Except After “C”     

 A paragraph is a wonderful thing. It lets you quietly change the rhythm, and it 
can be like a fl ash of lightning that shows the landscape from a different perspec-
tive. There are writers, even good ones, who scatter paragraphs and punctuation 
marks all over the place.  

 The maxim that each sentence should, if possible, carry only one idea has been 
assumed to be an injunction limited to journalism. Not so, as we see from Babel’s 
comment. Good journalistic writing is based upon the principles of good writing. 
Journalism is a part of the world of letters. 

  Guide   The press associations have concluded after a number of studies that one 
of the keys to readable stories is the short sentence. Here is a readability chart:        

     Average Sentence Length       Readability     

    8 words or less     Very easy to read   

   11 words     Easy to read   

   14 words     Fairly easy to read   

   17 words     Standard   

   21 words     Fairly diffi cult to read   

   25 words     Diffi cult to read   

   29 words or more     Very diffi cult to read       

 One sentence after another under 17 words would make readers and listeners 
feel as though they were being peppered with bird shot. The key to good writing 
is variety, rhythm, balance. Short and long sentences are balanced.    

 For an example of how sentence length is varied for effect, see  A Pulitzer 
Prize Story: Workings of the Brain  in  NRW plus.    

  Transitions 
 Some reporters have trouble writing short sentences because they cannot 

handle transitions, the links between sentences and paragraphs. Because these 
reporters have no mastery of the device that enables a writer to move smoothly 
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162 Part Three Writing the Story

from sentence to sentence, their tendency is to think in large clots of words. The 
journalist with control of transitions thinks in smaller sentence clusters. 

 There are four major types of transitions:

    1.   Pronouns:  Use pronouns to refer to nouns in previous sentences and 
paragraphs:

   Dr. Braun  began teaching history in 1977.  He  took  his  Ph.D. that year.  His  dis-
sertation subject was the French Impressionists.    

   2.   Key words and ideas:  Repeat words and ideas in preceding sentences and 
paragraphs:

  He has been accused of being an  academic purist. Those words  make him shud-
der. “ Academic purist  is made to sound like an epithet,” he said.    

   3.   Transitional expressions:  Use connecting words that link sentences. A large 
array of expressions function as connectors. Here are most of the major cat-
egories of conjunctions and some of the words in each category that can be 
used as transitions:

    Additives:  again, also, and, fi nally, furthermore, in addition, next, thus, so, 
moreover, as well.  

   Contrasts:  but, however, nevertheless, instead, on the other hand, otherwise, 
yet, nonetheless, farther.  

   Comparisons:  likewise, similarly.  

   Place:  adjacent to, beyond, here, near, opposite.  

   Time:  afterward, in the meantime, later, meanwhile, soon.   

  He tried twice to obtain permission to see the paintings in the private museum. 
 Finally,  he gave up. 

 Dr. Braun’s  next  project centered on the music of Berlioz.  But  his luck 
remained bad. An attempt to locate a missing manuscript proved a  similar  failure. 

  In the meantime,  he continued his study of Spanish so that he would be able to 
do research in Spain.    

   4.   Parallel structure:  Sentences and paragraphs are linked by repeating the sen-
tence pattern:

   No one  dared speak in his classes.  No one  ventured to address him in any but 
the most formal manner.  No one,  for that matter, had the courage to ask questions 
in class. His lectures were nonstop monologues.       

  Logical Order 
 A news story should move smoothly. When natural sequence is disrupted, the 

story loses clarity. Here are two paragraphs from a story in an Oklahoma daily 
newspaper: 

  “There is nothing new in the allegations,” 
Bartlett said. “We’ve heard them all before.” 

     Watch Your 
Antecedents  

 Tamara Greene’s 
daughter is 12. She has a 
14-year-old son.  

—Detroit Free Press    

     Quickie  
 Groucho Marx uttered 

the most succinct transition 
ever made: “Hello, I must 
be going.”    
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Chapter 7 The Writer’s Art 163

 “When we fi rst heard them we thought 
there was nothing to it, but then we had a 
second look,” Tillman said.  

 Although the fi rst paragraph is closed by quotation marks, which means that 
the speaker (Bartlett) is fi nished, most readers jump ahead to the next quote and 
presume that Bartlett is still talking. They are jolted when they fi nd that Tillman 
is speaking. The solution is simple: When you introduce a new speaker, begin the 
sentence or paragraph with his or her name. 

 Also, jumps in time and place must be handled carefully to avoid confusion: 

  NEW YORK (April 13)—A crimi-
nal court judge who last month ruled that 
a waiter had seduced but not raped a col-
lege student sent the man to jail for a year 
 yesterday  on a charge of escaping from the 
police after his arrest. 

  On March 19,  Justice Albert S. Hess 
acquitted Phillip Blau of raping a 20-year-
old Pembroke College student. The judge 
said a man could use guile, scheme, and be 

deceitful, but so long as he did not use vio-
lence, rape did not occur. 

  At that time,  women’s groups protested 
the decision. 

 “Despite the protests of outraged femi-
nists who demand your head, or other and 
possibly more appropriate parts of your 
anatomy,” the judge told Blau  yesterday,  
“I shall punish you only for crimes of which 
you have been found guilty.”  

 The changes in time are clearly indicated at the start of the second and third para-
graphs. From “yesterday” in the lead, the reader is taken to “March 19” in the second 
paragraph and is kept there in the third paragraph by the transition “At that time” begin-
ning the paragraph. When the quote begins the fourth paragraph, the reader is still back 
in March with the women. Midway through the paragraph the reader suddenly realizes 
the judge is speaking and that he spoke yesterday. The jolts in time and place could 
have been avoided with a transition at the beginning of the fourth paragraph: 

  In sentencing Blau  yesterday,   Justice 
Hess commented on the protests. He said: . . .  

 This may seem to be nitpicking. It is not. The journalist knows that every 
sentence, every word, even every punctuation mark must be carefully selected. 
Readers read from word to word, and are maneuvered, teased, pushed, sped and 
slowed through the story by the way it is written. Major disturbances of logic 
and order in the story confuse readers, just as a quick jump cut on television can 
destroy the continuity of the story for the viewer. 

  Chronological Order   The most common organizing principle is chronology. 
The chronological approach has two forms. The writer can use the storytelling 
approach by beginning sometime before the climax: 

     Painful  
 “Writing is so difficult 

that I often feel that writ-
ers, having had their hell on 
earth, will escape punish-
ment thereafter.”  

 —Jessamyn West     

  Two Mallory College sophomores 
began the day yesterday in a hurry. 

 Judy Abrams had studied late the night 

before and had slept late. She gulped her 
breakfast of coffee and jumped into her car, 
fi ve minutes before her 9 a.m. class. 
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164 Part Three Writing the Story

 Now that we are clear about word usage and how to string these words 
together with appropriate punctuation and transitions, let’s step back and look at 
the story as a whole. The fi rst and most important requirement is that the piece 
fl ows smoothly.     

  Movement 

  Stories must move along, and the nature of the event determines the pace at 
which the story progresses. A story about a tornado or hurricane striking a com-
munity will move at the speed of the wind, but the piece about the burial service 
for the victims will follow the deliberate cadence of the prayers of the minister as 
he speaks of the deceased. 

 Here are two examples of how the nature of the event determines the pace of 
the story. First, a story by Mura McDermott and William Kleinknecht of  The Star 
Ledger  of Newark, N.J.: 

  First, neighbors heard arguing, then 
gunshots. 

 A short time later, the three-family house 
was ablaze. 

 When fi refi ghters arrived at 172 Colum-
bus Ave. in Irvington after 7:30 a.m. they 
found two teen-agers on the fi rst fl oor. Both 
had been shot. In a front bedroom, they 

found the bodies of two other people, both 
burned beyond recognition. 

 Essex County Prosecutor Paula Dow 
called the crimes “absolutely horrifi c.” 

 “No community should suffer what these 
families are going through right now,” she 
said.  

 Notice the short sentences and frequent paragraphing the reporters use to 
emphasize the brutality of the event. 

 Next, a story of another death, but this an elegy. It is an excerpt from a front-
line dispatch by Ernie Pyle, who covered World War II for Scripps Howard:

     Blunt Comments  
 James Walker Michaels, 

an editor at  Forbes  
magazine for 40 years, was 
noted for his high standards 
and for his pungent com-
ments on the copy that 
failed to meet them. Here 
are a few of Michaels’ 
stingers that one of his 
reporters has kept in her 
files for years as a reminder 
to keep her on the right 
writing track:  

A good story turned 
into oatmeal by bad 
organization.  

This is a paid adver-
tisement. Did you forget 
to say he walks on 
water?  

This is more an essay 
as written than a  Forbes  
article. It badly needs 
concrete images that 
will anchor it to reality. 
It’s called shoe-leather 
reporting.  

This is the kind of sen-
tence that drives readers 
to stop reading.  

This is a real snoozer, 
lacking in specifics. Why 
not just send them a 
nice lacey valentine and 
forget the prose.  

This is badly written 
and badly edited. It 
would be an insult to 
foist it on a reader.  

I can’t make head nor 
tails of this. There’s a 
story buried in all this 
confusion, but I can’t 
find it. Fix it or kill it.    

 Franklin Starrett did not have time for 
breakfast before he, too, sped off in his car 
for the campus. He had an appointment 
with his English instructor at 9 a.m .  

 Within minutes of their departures, the 
cars they were driving collided on Stanford 
Avenue south of the campus. . . .  

  Two Mallory College students were 
critically injured when the cars they were 
driving collided head-on yesterday morning 
on Stanford Avenue south of the campus. 

 Community Hospital offi cials said the 

students suffered multiple fractures and in-
ternal injuries. They called on students to 
volunteer blood for transfusions. 

 The students began the day in a hurry. . . .  

 Or the writer can put a direct news lead on the story and then, a few paragraphs 
down in the story, begin the chronological account: 
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  Then a soldier came and stood beside 
the offi cer, and bent over, and he too spoke 
to his dead captain, not in a whisper but 
awfully tenderly, and he said: 

 “I sure am sorry, sir.” 
 Then the fi rst man squatted down, and 

he reached down, took the dead hand, and 
sat there for a full fi ve minutes, holding the 
dead hand in his own and looking intently 

into the dead face, and he never uttered a 
sound all the time he sat there. 

 And fi nally he put the hand down, and 
then reached up and gently straightened the 
points of the captain’s shirt collar, and then 
he sort of rearranged the tattered edges of 
his uniform around the wound. And then he 
got up and walked away down the road in 
the moonlight, all alone.   

 The Army Signal Corps operator who sent Pyle’s dispatch over shortwave 
radio to United Press headquarters in New York told Pyle’s biographer, “I had to 
struggle through that piece to make my voice override my tears.” ( Ernie Pyle’s 
War: America’s Eyewitness to World War II,  James Tobin.) 

 For the full story, see  Captain Waskow  in  NRW Plus.          

  With the Troops   Murray Kempton, the reporter and columnist admired by 
many journalists for his dogged reporting and distinct writing style, paid homage 
to Pyle who, Kempton wrote, “stands above the rest because he most fully incar-
nated what a reporter ought to be. Pyle went again and again wherever the worst 
extremes waited, the unconscripted man bound by conscience to the comradeship 
of the conscripted and enduring by free will what they were compelled to endure 
by necessity.” 

 Pyle understood the use of understatement. Reread the four paragraphs about 
Captain Waskow’s death. The emotion comes from you, the reader. When he 
went ashore with the troops on D-Day, Pyle wrote of what he saw strewn on 
Omaha Beach as men were mowed down—socks, sewing kits, family pictures. 
The details gave a personal cast to the body counts. 

 Jack Foisie, also a World War II combat correspondent, said of Pyle that he 
“seldom injected himself into his writings. He never mentioned his own close 
calls with death, although he had a number of them.” 

   With the Navy   When the war in Europe ended, Pyle went to the Pacifi c to 
cover the sea war against Japan. There, Pyle felt uncomfortable about what he 
saw as the Navy caste system. 

 Soon after he was aboard a ship he found that his dispatches were being cen-
sored. The names of the sailors he had written about were deleted and only the 
names of high-ranking offi cers were left untouched. He also balked at the system 
that relegated black sailors to the food services. Pyle was able to change the fi rst 
by threatening to abandon Navy coverage for the Marine and Army GIs, and the 
Navy gave in and stopped censoring his stories. 

 But he could not change the discrimination against black servicemen. That 
took three more years and the action of President Truman in 1948. 

 For Pyle’s letter to General Eisenhower, see  Ike and Ernie  in  NRW Plus.      

 Ernie Pyle 
 Scripps Howard Foundation 

     Reach the Reader  
 “The key questions are: 

Is this stuff interesting? 
Does it move, touch, anger, 
tickle, surprise, sadden or 
inform? If it does, you are 
in for a treat, a good read.”  

 —Thomasine Berg,  
The Providence Journal    
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  The End   The death of good men haunted Pyle, and when he was shot by a 
sniper on Ie Shima in 1945, the soldiers who had risked their lives to bring back 
his body found in his pocket a column he had written for the end of the fi ghting in 
Europe. Here is some of it:           

  Those who are gone would not wish themselves to be a 
millstone of gloom around our necks. 

 But there are many of the living who have had burned 
into their brains forever the unnatural sight of cold dead 
men scattered over the hillsides and in the ditches along the 
high rows of hedge throughout the world. 

 Dead men by mass production—in one country after 
another—month after month and year after year. Dead men 
in winter and dead men in summer. 

 Dead men in such familiar promiscuity that they become 
monotonous. 

 Dead men in such monstrous infi nity that you come 
almost to hate them.  

 For the entire column Pyle wrote, see  Cold Dead Men  in  NRW Plus.     
 Pyle is buried beside GIs in the Punchbowl Cemetery in Hawaii. 

 Let’s see if we can wrap up this long chapter with a few conclusions about the 
art of writing.     

  Word Choice 

  Here is some practical advice from John Ciardi, poet, essayist and writer on 
writing: 

  Count the adjectives and verbs; good writing (active writing) will almost 
invariably have more verbs. . . . A diction in which every noun is propped up 
by an adjective may be almost fl atly said to be a bad one.  

 Mark Twain advised, “Whenever you see an adjective, kill it.” And that vast 
source of material, Anonymous, is quoted on writing as saying, “The adjective is 
the enemy of the noun.” 

 As for verbs, the action verb is our object. Mervin Block, the television writing 
coach, received a script with this lead: “The Dow was down more than 62 points.” 
Block commented: “The verb  was  doesn’t convey any action. The writer needs a 
vigorous verb like  fell.  Or  sank.  Or  slid.  Or  skidded.  Or  dropped.  Or  plunged.  Or 
 tumbled.  But  was  doesn’t move.”   

  Sentences 

  Red Smith’s teacher at Notre Dame, John Michael Cooney, wanted sentences 
from his students that were “so defi nite they would cast a shadow.” He was an en-
emy of vague writing and began class by intoning, “Let us pray for sense.” 

Intrepid
 “. . . the never-ending 

tension of deadlines and 
the piles upon piles of 
corpses rendered him 
almost continually sick, 
sleepless . . . to millions 
of Americans he was 
their eyes and ears on the 
war . . . thousands wrote to 
him to look up their sons as 
he made his way through 
Europe.”  

 —Raymond A. Schroth  
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 Sense for whom? Harold Ross, the founder and longtime editor of  The New 
Yorker  wanted his magazine never to contain “a sentence that would puzzle an 
intelligent 14-year-old.” 

 The sentences should be put to good use, and that means using them for quota-
tions, anecdotes and illustrations. Donald Murray, the writer and writing coach, 
comments on the use of examples, illustrations and anecdotes: 

  You tell them the anecdote and they say, “Boy, this is a bad situation.” That’s 
the art in it—not to tell the reader how to think, how to feel, but to give the reader 
the old Mark Twain thing, “Don’t say the old lady screamed. Drag her on stage 
and make her scream.”               

Two Essentials
 Writers talk about 

“concrete nouns and action 
verbs,” by which they 
mean nouns that represent 
something physical that can 
be pointed to, something 
specific, and action verbs 
that move.  

 The 6-year-old sprinted 
home  is better than  The 
boy went home.   

 She wept  is better than 
 She is sad.  

Read, Read, Read
 Read to write well.  
Students ask me how to 

become a writer, and I ask 
them who is their favorite 
author. If they have none, 
they have no love of words.  

— Gary Wills  

   Summing Up 

 Those who write for a living strive to blend a bit of artistry with information-
giving. Here is some advice from a writer who wrote well and thought a lot 
about the writing craft, Robert Louis Stevenson:

     Accuracy:  “. . . there is only one way to be clever and that is to be exact. To 
be vivid is a secondary quality which must presuppose the fi rst; for vividly 
to convey a wrong impression is only to make failure conspicuous. . . .”  

   Brevity:  “. . . the artist has one main and necessary resource which he must, 
in every case and upon any theory, employ. He must, that is, suppress much 
and omit more. He must omit what is tedious or irrelevant. . . .” But he must 
retain the material essential to the “main design.”  

   Language:  The words with which the writer works should be from “the 
dialect of life.”  

   Structure:  “. . . every word, phrase, sentence and paragraph must move in 
a logical procession.” No word or phrase is selected unless it is “what is 
wanted to forward and illustrate” the work.     

  Further Reading 

 Lule, Jack.  Daily News, Eternal Stories: The Mythological Role of Journal-
ism.  New York: Guilford Press, 2001. 

 McKeen, William.  Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. 
Thompson.  New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2008.  

Thompson practiced Gonzo journalism, a form of New Journalism, in 
 Rolling Stone,  for which he wrote about topics ranging from the Kentucky 
Derby to the 1972 presidential campaign and in his books—see  Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas.  Thompson mixed fact and fi ction in bristling, angry 
prose that infl uenced mainstream journalism. 

•

•

•

•
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 Murray, Donald M.  Writing to Deadline, The Journalist at Work.  Portsmouth, 
N.H.: Heinemann, 2000. 

 Nichols, David, ed.  Ernie’s War: The Best of Ernie Pyle’s World War II Dis-
patches.  New York: Random House, 1986. 

 Ross, Lillian.  Reporting.  New York: Dodd Mead & Co., 1981.  
Ross, a  New Yorker  writer, is a practitioner of fl y-on-the-wall jour-

nalism. Her articles are studied by beginners and professionals for her 
discerning eye, receptive ear and a style that allows us to draw our conclu-
sions. Her piece on Hemingway, one of several classics in this collection, 
is still debated: Is this a portrait of a monumental bore and braggart or of a 
man desperately trying to be one of the he-men he wrote about? 

 Sims, Norman.  True Stories: A Century of Literary Journalism.  Evanston, Ill.: 
Northwestern University Press, 2007.  

Here are the known—A.J. Liebling, Joe Mitchell, John Hersey, Mark 
Twain—and the little known—Opie Read and George Ade—along with 
writing samples and biographical and bibliographical material. Sims wor-
ries that the investment in time and money for such journalism may be in 
short supply today. 

 Strunk, William Jr., and E.B. White.  The Elements of Style,  4th ed. New York: 
Longman, 2000. 

 Terkel, Studs.  Working: People Talk About What They Do All Day and What  
 They Think While They Do It.  New York: Pantheon, 1972. 

 Terkel, Studs.  The Good War: An Oral History of World War Two.  New 
York: Pantheon, 1984. 

 Tobin, James.  Ernie Pyle’s War: America’s Eyewitness to World War II.  New 
York: Free Press, 1997. 

 Zinsser, William K.  On Writing Well.  New York: HarperCollins, 2006.   

      Love Affair  
 “Reading usually 

precedes writing. And the 
impulse to write is almost 
always fired by read-
ing. Reading, the love of 
reading, is what makes 
you dream of becoming a 
writer.”  

 — Susan Sontag      
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 8   Features, Long Stories 
and Series 

   Preview 
  Features  are written to entertain and/or inform. The 

writer lets the actions and words of the personalities carry 
the story. 

  Long stories  are written to provide readers with 
 information about a complicated idea or situation. 

  Series  are written when the subject is too complex for 
the long story format. Each article has a major theme; 
sidebars may be used to develop subthemes.   

   The Feature 

  The feature has had a reputation much like penny stocks, slightly suspect. 
 Although it has worthy antecedents in the satire and parody of poets and essayists 
who used the pen to attack individuals in public and private life, the feature was 
approached gingerly by editors. Many editors subscribed to the philosophy of 
Richard Draper, who wrote in his Boston  News-Letter  in the 18th century that he 
would use features only when “there happens to be a scarcity of news.” 

 Conservative editors of the 19th century found the features published by the 
penny press from the 1830s to the Civil War distasteful. Directed to the working 
class, which had been enlarged by the country’s industrial revolution, these inex-
pensive newspapers ran stories about domestic tragedy and illicit sex, stories that 
editors such as Horace Greeley found unworthy of journalism. When he estab-
lished the  Tribune  in New York in 1841, Greeley announced that his newspaper 
would avoid the “immoral and degrading Police Reports, Advertisements and 

The greatest story is how 
we live now.

Features make us laugh and cry.

 Anita Henderson,  Beloit  (Wis.)  Daily News  
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other matters which have been allowed to disgrace the columns of our leading 
Penny Papers.” But Greeley was soon running the kind of material he had con-
demned. He’d learned that people want to be entertained as well as informed.  

   Embroidered Stories 
 The feature story was a weapon in the great circulation wars between Pulitzer 

and Hearst in New York at the turn of the 20th century. Crime stories, sports, 
society news, science news—all of it embroidered with sensational details often 
as much invented as factual—were used to attract readers. This type of feature 
became synonymous with Yellow Journalism. 

 The Hearst newspapers were perhaps the most successful of the sensational 
and fl amboyant papers of their day. W.A. Swanberg, in his biography  Citizen 
Hearst,  describes them: 

  They were printed entertainment and excitement—the equivalent in newsprint 
of bombs exploding, bands blaring, fi recrackers popping, victims screaming, fl ags 
waving, cannons roaring, houris dancing and smoke rising from the singed fl esh of 
executed criminals.  

 A reporter for a Hearst newspaper described a typical Hearst paper as “a 
screaming woman running down the street with her throat cut.” The Chief, as 
Hearst was known to his employees, had the man fi red. 

 In the days of Front Page Journalism, the feature writer’s job was to wring 
tears from the bartender, smiles from the policeman and gasps of wonderment 
from the tenement dwellers. The tales of the city, as spun out by the feature writ-
ers of the day, were long on drama, short on fact. 

  Tale of the Cat   During the circulation war between the Hearst and Pulitzer 
papers, a reporter for Pulitzer’s  New York World  who covered shipping described 
what happened when reporters tried to make features of straight news: 

  One of those wrecked ships had a cat, and 
the crew went back to save it. I made the cat 
a feature of my story, while the other report-
ers failed to mention the cat and were called 
down by their city editors for being beaten. 
The next time there was a shipwreck, there 

was no cat but the other ship news reporters 
did not wish to take chances and put the cat 
in. I wrote the report, leaving out the cat, and 
then I was severely chided for being beaten. 
Now when there is a shipwreck, all of us 
always put in a cat.   

  The Decline   As the United States grew into a world power and its citizens had to 
confront the consequences of World War I and then a pervasive depression, some 
of the press graduated to more serious pursuits. The feature came to be seen as too 
frivolous for the responsible newspaper. Newspapers that held on to the old formu-
las declined in popularity. The Hearst chain dwindled from 22 newspapers to 8. 

 In 1947, when Joseph G. Herzberg, city editor of  The New York Herald 
Tribune,  put together a series of essays by  Tribune  staffers for the book  Late City 
Edition,  not one of the 29 chapters was devoted to the feature story.   
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  Now Thriving 
 Today, the feature thrives. Editors discovered that serious journalism does not 

have to be dry. They rediscovered the fact known to Greek playwrights 2,300 
years ago—events have a human dimension and that it is the human aspect of the 
event that makes it worth communicating. In his play  The Frogs,  Aristophanes 
has the playwright Euripedes say, “I made the drama democratic. I staged the life 
of every day, the way we live.” This is an excellent description of our approach 
to the feature today. 

 The contemporary journalist tries to present the full dimension of how we live 
now: how we are educated, make a living, raise a family and spend our money; 
the ways we entertain ourselves and make our way through the trials and triumphs 
life holds for us. The feature proved a useful tool to tell many of these stories. So 
useful, in fact, that in 1979, after many years of ignoring the feature, the Pulitzer 
Prize board established a category for a distinguished example of feature writing, 
“giving prime consideration to high literary quality and originality.” 

  The Somber   The fi rst Prize in the new category went to Jon Franklin for his 
story about brain surgery. The Prize has gone to Lisa Pollak of  The Baltimore 
Sun  for her “compelling portrait of a baseball umpire who endured the death of 
a son while knowing that another son suffers from the same deadly genetic dis-
ease.” The Prize has honored features about inner-city youngsters’ determination 
to succeed despite barriers and it has been awarded to reporters, in the words of 
the Prize jury: 

  “. . . for his poignant profi le of a disfi gured 14-year-old boy who elects to have 
life-threatening surgery in an effort to improve his appearance.” (Tom Hallman, 
Jr., The Oregonian) 

 “. . . for his chronicling of a world-class violinist who, as an experiment, 
played beautiful music in a subway station fi lled with unheeding commuters.” 
( The Washington Post )  

 Serious, somber stuff this. But the feature has another face.  

  The Cheerful   An unvarying diet of the serious does not tell the full story of 
how we live now. Also, any mass medium given over to a steady diet of the som-
ber will be rejected by the audience. So the media offer a variety, and one of the 
offerings is the entertaining feature. 

 The news story might be a piece from Washington, D.C., about a sudden rise 
in the cost of living. The feature writer will use that as a takeoff for a feature 
about how the candy bar her dad says he bought for a nickel now costs 10 times 
as much. Where, she wonders, do kids these days get the money for a Mars bar? 
She lurks around candy counters to fi nd out. 

 What she learns astounds her. Some youngsters are rolling in dough. Even 
poor kids are sporting $150 athletic shoes, she notices. One story begets another. 
But fi rst, for the candy bars. It won’t be nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, but that’s 
all right. It’s a fun story to write . . . and, she hopes, for people to read. 

     The Difference  
 “The news writer tells 

you the bridge fell in and 
how many cars fell off. The 
feature writer tells you what 
it was like to have been 
there: ‘When Joe Smith 
began to walk across the 
bridge, it began to tremble, 
and he grabbed the rail-
ing’—that sort of detail.”  

 —Jules Loh, 
AP feature writer     

R.L. Chambers

Story Ideas  
 Go behind the signs. 

There’s probably a feature 
there. 

  R.L. Chambers  
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 The “CBS Evening News” will include a feature along with the bleak news 
from the Middle East and Mexico. Here’s how one about a young golfer began: 

  As a rule, fi rst graders are pretty cute. 
 So Brett Sodetz blends right in. But after school he’s in a 

class all by himself. 
 In a kid’s tournament with 1,200 competitors, he won the 

world’s best in the age 6 and under—fi nishing seven under 
par. And that makes 34 tournament victories for the young-
ster, reports CBS News correspondent Sandra Hughes. 

 He may not have his two front teeth, but he already has 
his own coach. 

 “Brett’s the best in the country. I guess the best in the 
world,” says Brett’s coach Steve Sodetz.  

 Notice that the anchor’s lead-in and the correspondent’s report both begin with 
a delayed lead, a sure indicator of a feature story. 

  Caution:  Some young reporters say they prefer to write features rather than 
hard news because the feature is easier to handle. This is the blather of the un-
informed. The momentum of the news event carries most spot news stories. The 
feature is an exception to some of the writing rules, and this imposes on the writer 
the task of pioneering in each piece, beginning anew to fi nd a form, a story tone, 
the appropriate quotations and the telling scenes for this particular story. Readers 
demand more of feature writers than of straight news writers and so do editors.   

  Guidelines 

    Show people doing things.  

  Let them talk.  

  Underwrite. Let the action and the dialogue carry the piece.  

   Keep the piece moving.   

 Making the individuals carry the action requires a discerning eye to see the 
telling action and a discriminating ear to catch the illuminating quote. 

  Arm Wrestlers   When David Stacks was sent to cover an arm-wrestling tour-
nament, he knew that his story for  The Anniston Star  would be a feature, which 
meant he would have to watch for an incident or a situation with which to begin 
his piece. Here’s how he handled the assignment: 

•

•

•

•

  Sweat beaded on Bruce Jernigan’s fore-
head. His biceps swelled as blood rushed 
through his strong chest and into his right 
arm. His face grimaced with exertion. 

 Bruce’s opponent, Claude Bradford, 
smiled in seeming defi ance as the two 
boys’ fi sts—locked in an arm-wrestler’s 

grip—teetered slowly back and forth over 
the tabletop. 

 Then, with a burst of energy, 14-year-
old Claude overcame his opponent’s bal-
anced show of strength. Both boys fell from 
near exhaustion as the referee declared the 
match concluded. 
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  Conforming Kids   Lena H. Sun,  The Washington Post  Beijing bureau chief, 
took her readers into a kindergarten to show how Chinese children are made into 
conforming, obedient citizens: 

  BEIJING—It is a playtime at the Ton-
gren Kindergarten. As 3-year-olds run 
relay races in the schoolyard, the teacher 
suddenly calls out to one girl. 

 “You didn’t run on the dotted line,” 
the teacher says disapprovingly. The girl, 
pigtails bobbing, immediately retraces her 
steps on faded red spots painted on the con-
crete. The teacher smiles and nods. No one 
else makes the same mistake.  

   Elbow Grease   
 Contests, games and 

rivalries far from the big 
playing fi elds and the 
fi eldhouses can make for 
interesting features. There 
is drama in the playoffs of 
the boys’ and girls’ soccer 
leagues, the bowling alleys 
and the school tennis courts.   

 An arm-wrestling 
tournament provided a 
writer–photographer team 
from   The Anniston Star   with 
a feature story about an 
ancient sporting tradition.   

 Ken Elkins , The Anniston Star  

 Theirs was a test of strength, endur-
ance and will. In the end, Claude managed 
to wear down his friend and adversary 
Bruce, 14, in the Anniston Park and Rec-
reation Department’s fi rst arm-wrestling 
tournament Saturday morning at Carver 
Community Center on West 14th Street. 

 “It’s all in the way you move,” Claude 
said afterwards. 

 Arm wrestling is an ancient contest of 
power in which two opponents grasp each 
other’s hands with their elbows resting on a 
fl at surface. The one who forces the other’s 
arm down to the surface wins. . . .   

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch08_169-192.indd   173men11994_ch08_169-192.indd   173 12/17/09   6:04:48 PM12/17/09   6:04:48 PM



174 Part Three Writing the Story

 “Show people doing things,” our fi rst guideline, is the thrust of Sun’s lead. 
 Sometimes, the feature writer looks back. Elizabeth Leland did that in her fea-

ture for  The Charlotte Observer  that put a shaft of light on a dismal chapter in 
U.S. history.   

  An American Tragedy 
 Here is how Leland began her story of a family tragedy: 

  Gene Cheek was 12 when a judge took 
him from his mother. 

 It was a Monday morning, Nov. 18, 1963, 
and Gene remembers being excited because 
he didn’t have to go to school. He put on 
his best clothes—a white shirt and his Sun-
day coat, a size too small—and rode with 
his mother on a city bus to the courthouse in 
downtown Winston-Salem. They were going 
to get the $413 in child support his father 
owed them. They’d go shopping afterward. 

 His mother sat up front in the courtroom 
to the right of the judge. His father and an 
uncle sat to the left. Gene remembers goof-
ing off by himself on a bench a few rows 

back, not paying attention to what anyone 
was saying, when he heard his mother cry-
ing. He walked up front. 

 The gray-haired judge in the black robe 
was telling her something, and as Gene lis-
tened he realized it was not about money. It 
was about her boyfriend. 

 The judge said it wasn’t good for Gene 
to live with her because she was seeing a 
Negro man and had a Negro baby. 

 Gene’s mother pleaded. I’m a good 
mother, she said, her voice breaking, tears 
wetting her cheeks. 

 The judge gave her a choice: Give up 
the baby or give up the boy.  

 When Gene Cheek had told Leland about the separation, she was skeptical. 
She said she found it “incredible” that a judge would issue such an order. Even 
when relatives verifi ed the story, she was uneasy. 

 Leland knew that only documentation—a court fi le—would be persuasive to 
readers. Without it, it was just a tale told by upset people. 

   For Leland’s complete story and how she managed to fi nd the documentation 
she needed, see  An American Tragedy  and  The Legacy of the Gene Cheek 
Case  in  NRW Plus.   

  Day of Pride 
 The long feature by Will Haygood that ran on  washingtonpost.com  began this 

way: 

  For more than three decades Eugene Allen worked in the White House, a black man 
unknown to the headlines. During some of those years, harsh segregation laws lay upon 
the land.  

 Allen, now 89, “saw eight presidential administrations come and go, often 
working six days a week. ‘I never missed a day of work,’ Allen says.” 

  His is a story from the back pages of history. A fi gure in the tiniest of print. The man 
in the kitchen. . . . 
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 When he started at the White House in 1952, he couldn’t even use the public 
restrooms when he ventured back to his native Virginia. . . . “I was always hoping 
things would get better.”  

 Haygood has spent some time interviewing Allen and Allen’s wife, Helene. 
Haygood takes us into the Allens’ living room where Allen says, “Shook the hand 
of all the presidents I ever worked for.” Helene reminds him, “I was there, honey. 
In the back, maybe. But I shook their hands, too.” 

 They tell the reporter that they’ve been “praying to help Barack Obama get to 
the White House. They’d go vote together. She’d lean on her cane with one hand, 
and on him with the other. . . .” 

 But Helene died in her sleep the night before the election. Haygood’s story 
ends: 

  The butler cast his vote for Obama on Tuesday. He so missed telling his Helene 
about the black man bound for the Oval Offi ce.   

  Wide Range 
 As we’ve seen, the feature covers a lot of ground. It can be light with laughter or it 

can be heavy with lamentation. Its purpose is to hold us for a while, to maintain a grip 
on us that lingers longer than the fl eeting grasp of the news story. Feature writers are 
not bound by the rules and practices that the writers of straight news adhere to. The 
feature writer favors the delayed lead, the straight-news writer the direct lead. 

   Before the Separation   
 Gene Cheek holds his 

brother Randy. Next to him 
are his mother Sally and her 
boyfriend Cornelius Tucker. 
Seventeen months after this 
family portrait was made, a 
judge gave Gene’s mother 
a choice: Give up Randy or 
give up Gene. For years, 
Gene wanted the story told, 
and when Elizabeth Leland 
did so, Gene Cheek said, 
“It’s a cleansing to tell this 
story.”   
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 This isn’t to say that journalists are confi ned to separate quarters, straight-news 
writer here, feature writer in that corner there. The education reporter on Tuesday 
wrote a straight news story about a discordant school board meeting and on Wednes-
day wrote a feature about fourth graders arguing about what kind of classroom pet 
to buy—a hamster, a goldfi sh, or Ralph Osborne’s preference, a green snake.    

  Planning 

  Frank Barrows, Leland’s managing editor at  The Charlotte Observer,  says 
 careful planning of the feature is essential. “Simply because a feature is not writ-
ten to be cut from the bottom—as a news story might be—does not mean that the 
material can be randomly set down. 

 “For a feature to be something other than puffery, you must do the type of seri-
ous preparation and thinking that lead to organization. For instance, you might 
not want to put all the straight biographic data in one place.” 

 Barrows knows that such material is usually tedious. Beginners tend to 
bunch up background. More experienced hands break up background such as 
 biographical material and place bits and pieces into the moving narrative. For 
example, he says, when a reporter comes to a place in the story where she is 
showing how the subject’s hometown infl uenced his life, that is the place to put 
something about his birthplace and a few other routine details. In other words, the 
necessary background is spotted or blended into the ongoing story. 

 Another fault of beginners is the leisurely pace they set at the outset of the 
piece, as though they are feeling their way toward the theme of the story. 

 “Too often in features the writer does not tell his reader soon enough what he 
is writing about,” Barrows says.      

  Truck Stop   Look at how Eric Lawlor of the  Houston Chronicle  slides the 
reader right into his piece about what goes on at a truck stop outside town. He sets 
a scene in the fi rst paragraph, pulls us into the restaurant in the second and in the 
third we meet Tina and then listen in on the chatter: 

  The truck stop on the North Freeway 
is ringed with rigs. Trucks glide past one 
another with the grandeur of sailing ships: 
16-wheel galleons bearing—not spices 
from the Indies or gold from the New 
World—but auto parts and refrigerators. 

 Truckers weave as they enter the res-
taurant; like sailors on shore leave, they are 
still fi nding their legs. 

 Tina Hernandez, an 18-year-old waitress 
here, serves an order of ham and eggs. 

 “Where are my grits?” asks the 
 recipient. 

 “You don’t get grits unless you ask for 
them,” she tells him. “If you want grits, you 
gotta say, ‘I want grits’.” 

 If this sounds unnecessarily acerbic, 
it’s not, in fact: Tina and her customers are 
actually fond of one another. An affection 
that masquerades as good-natured abuse. 

 “Give me a bowl of split-pea soup,” 
says a man whose face looks curiously fl at. 
Perhaps someone sat on it. “Is there any 
meat in there?” 

 “There’s meat in there all right,” says 
Tina. “The problem is fi nding it.” 

     Tribute to a Tree  
 When Elizabeth Leland 

learned that an old tree was 
being spared, she decided 
to write her story “in the 
style of a children’s book, 
yet making sure it would 
appeal to young and old 
readers.” She began her 
story this way:  

A long time ago, there 
lived a boy who loved a 
little tree.  

He was about 10 when 
he dug a hole and planted 
the white oak in his family’s 
yard near the center of 
town.  

He grew up and started 
his own family and grew 
old and died, but the tree 
kept growing and growing 
and growing and growing.  

One morning in March 
of this year, the Town Man-
ager looked out of his office 
window . . . the track hoe 
had flexed its long hydraulic 
arm and was attacking the 
tree. Already, the teeth of 
the shovel had ripped off 
the lower limbs . . . .  

Sigma Delta Chi gave 
Leland its feature writing 
award. “The story was 
conceived brilliantly, solidly 
reported and sourced, and 
beautifully executed. The 
tone of the piece made it an 
incredibly enjoyable read.”    
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  Techniques 
 Feature writers call on all sorts of approaches to their writing. When the occa-

sion calls for it, a writer may compose an all-quotation story, letting the characters 
carry the action with their words. 

  Cinematic Approach   One way to look at feature writing style is through the lens 
of a movie camera. If we did that, we would fi rst focus through the telescopic lens 
on a small part of the scene and magnify it, then use the wide angle lens to show the 
big picture. Here is how Ellen Graham handled an assignment for  The Wall Street 
Journal  to see how the Girl Scout cookie crumbles. Let’s zoom in on her work: 

  Eleven-year-old Kathleen Totz is a 
small but important cog in a sales effort 
unique in the annals of American enter-
prise. This year, the slim, bespectacled Girl 
Scout was the top cookie seller in Walling-
ford, Conn.’s Troop 265, toting up $498 in 
receipts for 266 boxes.  

 Then Graham takes a step back for the big picture: 

  By dribs and drabs, the door-to-door 
earnings of volunteers like Kathleen add up: 
The annual cookie sale—the Girl Scouts’ 
main funding source—generates an esti-
mated $400 million in revenue.  

 And still another step back to deliver in the fourth paragraph the point Graham 
is leading up to: 

  But many in this volunteer cadre—the 
Scouts, troop leaders and parents who  provide 
the free labor—are starting to question the 
annual cookie drive, saying the troops  simply 
don’t see enough of the profi ts. Tax-free cookie 
proceeds mainly support the Girl Scouts’ 
sprawling bureaucracy, critics say, while the 
girls themselves are left with the crumbs.      

 “How are you and Billy (not his real 
name) doin’?” he wants to know. 

 “We don’t talk anymore,” says the wait-
ress. “He got scared. Just checked out.” 

 “Oh, I don’t believe that. I’ll bet you 
are goin’ out and just don’t want anyone to 
know about it.” 

 “I’m tellin’ ya: that man is scared of 
women.” 

 “Maybe he just doesn’t like YOU,” 
offers Myrtle, another waitress. 

 At a nearby table, a driver is telling a 
colleague about a recent fl ing. 

 “I had to leave her fi nally because she 
was so cold-blooded. You could get pneu-
monia sitting next to a woman like that.”    
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  Tone and Style  

 In any discussion with feature writers, the words  tone  and  style  usually come 
up. A feature writer uses one tone—one kind of voice—for a piece about a classi-
cal guitarist, another for a guitarist with a rock group. Tone is established by selec-
tion of facts, quotes, illustrations, by word choice, length of sentences, even by the 
length of paragraphs. The rock musician may be quoted in one- or two- sentence 
paragraphs to match the rock beat, whereas the classical musician’s quotes may 
run in longer paragraphs to give the reader the sonority of classical music.   

  The News Feature  

 The news feature usually has its origins in some news event. When Carl Hi-
assen of  The Miami Herald  dug into the court case involving a doctor and his 
millionaire wife, he came up with a tale of greed preying on loneliness. His story 
begins: 

     Mystery Writer  
 Hiassen uses his report-

ing as the basis of the plots 
and the characters in his 
mystery novels (10 to date) 
that explore the world of 
south Florida’s hoods and 
con artists.  

A fellow author described 
Hiassen as “the Mark Twain 
of the crime novel.”    

  To Dr. Edward Gordon, love meant 
never having to say he was out of money. 

 Six years ago, the solicitous Miami 
Beach physician married a patient who was 
worth more than $8 million. Her name was 
Elizabeth Buffum, and she was a lonely 
alcoholic. 

 With Gordon, she stayed lonely and she 
often stayed drunk. She just barely stayed 
wealthy. 

 Today, as lawyers doggedly try to 
retrieve her scattered fortune from all over 
the globe, the former Mrs. Gordon lies in 
a Fort Lauderdale nursing home, perma-
nently brain-damaged. Relatives say her 

life was destroyed by four ruinous years 
as the doctor’s wife. They say it wasn’t 
a marriage, it was a matrimonial Brink’s 
job. 

 “Unbelievable,” says one son, Peter 
Beaumont. “It’s sort of a classic: elderly 
lady with lots of bucks heads down to 
Retirement City and gets fl eeced by local 
doctor.” 

 It began as a September love affair. He 
was 62, silver-haired and single, with a new 
medical practice in Florida. She was 60, a 
bit overweight and twice divorced, given to 
irascibility and depression. . . .  

 The lead is inviting. Nobody, every writer knows, ever tires of reading about 
love, money and violence. The second and third paragraphs are like the coming 
attractions at a movie, or the come-on advertising of television. The fourth para-
graph drives home the theme: A woman ruined by her marriage. And in the fi fth 
paragraph, a quote is used to sum up the theme. The sixth paragraph introduces us 
to the chronological narrative the writer will spin.   

  Ideas for Features  

 The advertisement read: 
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  HEARTBROKEN 

 Anyone who purchased (at my Garage 
Sale last week) a small white canister 
with blue fl owers, please call me. It con-
tains remains of a dearly departed family 
member.  

 There’s a story in that canister. How did it fi nd its way into the garage sale? 
Who bought it? Was it returned? And if so, where will the dearly departed be 
placed now? 

 Just look around. Notice that group sitting in the cafeteria, those high school 
students? One is griping. About what? Listen in: His mother doesn’t like his girl-
friend: “She thinks I’m too young to be going steady. She thinks I should spend 
my time on school work. But me and my girl were meant for each other.” 

 A young woman says to no one in particular, “I don’t fi t in, not even here. I 
don’t think I look good enough. I don’t like the way my body is. Everyone else is 
popular. Not me.” 

 Another teen-ager says he just had some news that has relieved him after a 
couple of weeks of stress: “I thought that my girlfriend was pregnant. Lost a lot of 
sleep, and weight. I just found out she isn’t.” 

 James J. Malloy,  The Providence Journal  

   Saying Goodbye 
to a Good Buddy     
 The story by W. Zach-

ary Malinowski of   The 
 Providence Journal   about 
the burial of a teen-ager 
killed in a drive-by shooting 
begins this way:   

 Tears streamed down 
Wayne Tucker’s face as he 
led the funeral procession 
down the center aisle at St. 
Teresa’s Church yesterday. 
Behind Tucker stood eight 
teenage pallbearers in black 
sweatshirts and loose-
 fi tting jeans, bearing the 
silver casket holding their 
friend, Tommy DeGrafft, 
who died in a barrage 
of gunfi re last weekend. 
In Tucker’s hands was a 
basketball covered with 
the scrawled signatures of 
DeGrafft’s former team-
mates. One said simply, “To 
Tommy from All of Us.” 
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 Ideas are everywhere. A letter writer to Ann Landers says that college students 
consume an average of 34 gallons of alcoholic beverages a year and quotes the 
chancellor of the University of Wisconsin as saying that the biggest problem on 
campus today is alcoholism.   

  Avoiding the Pitfalls 

  The following suggestions are from a dozen feature writers:

   “Good stories come from good material. Good material comes from good 
reporting—and that is just as true if not more so with feature writing as with news 
writing,” says Sheryl James of the  St. Petersburg Times.  As Tom Wolfe puts it, 
“Style can’t carry a story if you haven’t done the reporting.”  

  Do not have such a love affair with quotes that you fail to paraphrase routine 
material. Worse: Do not use quotes chronologically from the interview as a prop 
for failing to organize the piece.  

  Know what you are going to say and the tone in which it is to be said before 
starting. Otherwise, the story will never get off the ground.  

  Develop an enthusiasm for the piece. Features can be marred by an objec-
tivity that keeps the reader at a distance. “The idea of a feature is to involve the 
reader,” a reporter said. “This is often taken to mean good craftsmanship through 
colorful writing. That’s not enough. The writer needs to take a point of view, not 
simply to say, ‘Look at this guy who was put into an institution for the retarded 
at the age of 6, and when he was 18 some worker in the place saw that the kid 
wasn’t retarded at all but had a learning disability.’  

  “The writer of this kind of piece has to be indignant at the tragedy. How can 
you be objective about this kind of inhumanity? A reader should be moved to 
indignation—not by the reporter’s sounding off. We don’t want that. But this 
kind of piece has to have the kind of facts and a story tone that gives a strong 
sense of human waste and bureaucratic ineffi ciency.”  

  Make sure the story has a good plot and is unusual enough to hold our inter-
est. This means the central idea should have possibilities for drama, confl ict, 
excitement, emotion.  

  Don’t tell us when you can show us people doing things.         

  Caution   Only inexperienced writers think they can write humorous stories 
and features easily. See  NRW Plus:   Humor: Approach with Caution  and  Land 
Mines on the Way to a Good Feature.        

  The Long Story  

 Despite the pressure on newswriters to compress, to boil down the already 
distilled, long stories and broadcast documentaries are being written all the time. 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Some events and situations are so complicated, only a lengthy treatment suffi ces. 
Or the situation may be so interesting that length is an asset. Readers and view-
ers and listeners will stay with it all the way through, fascinated by every twist 
and turn.  

   Body Damage 
 The fi nancial news was well known to those who follow business: The Body 

Shop franchises were in trouble, and the home offi ce was undergoing a shakeup. 
Competition from similar merchandisers like Bath & Body Works had turned 
profi ts into losses. 

 To put a human face on the dollars-and-cents, profi t-and-loss business story, 
Jeffrey A. Tannenbaum went to Mississippi to report the story of a couple who 
operate a Body Shop franchise and were not doing well. The full-page story, 
blending the experiences of Jim and Laura White with the company’s woes, 
begins: 

  DOTTIE HITT, a trim 25-year-old real-
estate agent, pops into the Body Shop outlet 
in Ridgeland, Miss. In less than a minute, she 
scoops up a pair of $5.95 nylon “scrubbing” 
gloves used for rubbing off fl aky skin. 

 So far, so good for Body Shop fran-
chisees Jim and Laura White, who run the 
store. 

 But hooked to Ms. Hitt’s arm is a brown 
shopping bag from the Body Shop’s arch-
rival, Bath & Body Works. Minutes earlier, 
in the same shopping mall, Ms. Hitt had 
bought three bars of soap and four other 
products from the larger, cheerier Bath & 
Body Works store. She spent about $33 
there—and would have bought the gloves 
at Bath & Body Works, too, if the store had 

them in stock. Bath & Body “is the chain 
people talk about,” Ms. Hitt says. 

 Phrases like that crush Mr. White, the 
franchisee. “It turns my stomach to come in 
here every day,” he says. “I have to take an 
anti-depressant”—Zoloft, a drug he says he 
didn’t need until a year ago. 

 Body Shop’s performance has indeed 
been depressing in the U.S., where its com-
petitors are winning big. In the fi scal year 
ended Feb. 28, sales declined about 5% at 
Body Shop outlets open a year or more, on 
top of declines of 6% and 3% for the  previous 
two years. More than 20 U.S. franchisees—
some with multiple units—have quit the 
chain during the past two years, often citing 
fi nancial and emotional distress.  

 The beginning of Tannenbaum’s story provides the reader with a scene that 
shows the reason for the downward spiral of Body Shop. The business slide—
really the theme of his piece—comes in the fi fth paragraph. Tannenbaum has fol-
lowed the two requirements of this type of the long story:

   The anecdotal lead must be consistent with the theme of the story.  

  The theme must be no lower than the sixth paragraph.     

  Time and Labor 
 The long story travels on the legs of the reporter. “The fi rst point about the long 

story,” says Tannenbaum, “is that it usually requires a lot of work. For a profi le 

1.

2.

 Duck Talk   
 “You’ve got to tell those 

ducks what they want to 
hear,” says Jimmy Goddard, 
a master duck caller Eric 
Lawlor interviewed for his 
piece about that fi ne art.   

 Lawlor let Goddard 
speak:   

 “Talk to them the way 
you’d talk to your lady. Say 
‘I love you honey, please 
come on back. . . .’ You have 
to mean everything you say.   

 “Nothing alive spots a 
fraud faster than a duck. 
. . . You must be able to 
tell a duck’s mood. I watch 
the bird. If he’s happy, I’m 
happy. I tell him, ‘If you’ll 
just come on down here, 
the two of us can have a 
fi ne old time.’ That’s if he’s 
happy. If he’s Ionesome, 
then you have to be lone-
some. Ask him if he’d like to 
cry on your shoulder.” 

 Steve Ueckert,  
Houston Chronicle  
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of Rockefeller University, I conducted at least 20 interviews in person, and the 
typical interview lasted 90 minutes. I also did several more interviews by phone 
and read a great deal of background material.” 

  Balance   The long story, he says, “is an interplay between the specifi c and the 
general.” By “general” he means the key points or themes that the reporter has 
selected as the basis of the piece. A story about a breaking news event may have 
one or two points. The long story may have half a dozen. “Specifi c” refers to the 
details that illustrate and amplify the general points. 

 “For every generalization in the story,” Tannenbaum continues, “there should 
be specifi c illustrations to buttress it. This means the reporter has to identify the 
themes and then must dig out the proof for them. The more specifi c and colorful 
the details that are used as proof or buttressing material, the more effectively the 
generalization or theme will be brought home to the reader.”  

  Early Planning   Like all experienced journalists, Tannenbaum tries to sketch 
out his major ideas or key points as early as possible. This may come before any 
reporting is done, or soon after the reporting begins. 

 “For each key point, I want two things: Good quotes stating the point and 
colorful illustrations, anecdotes, examples,” he says. “I know exactly what I am 
looking for from each interview subject.” 

 In the reporting, additional points often will develop, and these, too, must be 
buttressed with specifi c quotes, illustrations, data and anecdotes.   

  Organizing the Story 
 No reader, viewer or listener will stay with a long story or a documentary 

unless the reporting develops interesting material and the writing is a cut above 
that acceptable for shorter pieces. The long article also must be well-organized to 
carry the reader or viewer through the long journey. 

 John McPhee, whom many consider one of the best reporters writing, had 
a formula when he wrote long pieces for  Time  magazine. “Each had to have a 
beginning, a middle and an end, some kind of structure so that it would go some-
where and sit down when it got there,” McPhee says. 

 Saul Pett, for many years one of the AP’s stellar writers, was called on often to 
write long pieces. He had a procedure he followed: 

  There is my basic material. But it’s all kind of in bunches. So then I sit down, 
and this is just dull donkey work, and I hate it, but I fi nd it necessary, and I kind 
of outline my material. I don’t outline my story because I don’t know that yet. I’m 
outlining the material. I try to put it in piles.  

  Like Things Together   Pett describes how he went about organizing a story 
about tempestuous New York Mayor Ed Koch: 

  Here’s stuff about Koch’s wit. Here’s stuff about his independence. Here’s stuff 
about how he can be tough with minorities. Here’s stuff about his background. All 

     Story of Killing Seen 
Online Only  

 The two-part, 7,000-
word story was a readable 
blend of homicide, sexual 
innuendo and intrigue in a 
luxury townhouse—ingredi-
ents of a good newspaper 
piece. But it could be seen 
only by  The Washington 
Post ’s Web readers.  

The reason: Financial 
pressure is affecting the 
newspaper industry. Print 
space is at a premium. 
Online space is far less 
costly.    
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that exists in my notebooks scattered throughout. So the advantage of the outline is 
that I’ve got it on paper in logical segments. . . . 

 I’m getting more familiar with the material so that when I’m ready to write I 
don’t have to go fi shing around in notebooks or in stacks of clips. By then I almost 
don’t have to consult my notebooks.   

  McPhee’s Procedure   McPhee admits that in organizing ideas for his long 
pieces he goes “nuts trying to put it all in focus.” But his procedure gets him 
through the thicket of notes. First, he identifi es the major themes of his piece, puts 
them on index cards and tacks the cards on a bulletin board. Then the cards are 
arranged in the order the themes will appear in the fi nal version. 

 “Strange as it may seem to the beginner anxious to set words to paper, struc-
turing the story challenges a reporter’s creative talents as much as the writing. 
What’s most absorbing is putting these stories together,” says McPhee. “I know 
where I’m going from the start of the piece. It’s my nature to want to know. 
Because I’m interested in structure, I must sound mechanistic,” he told an inter-
viewer. “But it’s just the opposite. I want to get the structural problems out of the 
way fi rst so I can get to what matters more. After they’re solved, the only thing 
left for me to do is tell the story as well as possible.”             

  Four Steps 

   Identify all themes. Summarize in a sentence or two.  

  Place each summarized theme on a separate index card. Put the cards in the 
order that the themes will follow in the story.  

  Cut up notes by theme and place them next to theme cards. Reread and again 
arrange cards and notes in the order in which they will be written.  

  4. Look through the cards for the major theme that will serve as the lead or the 
integrating idea for the article. Write it on another card.   

 As the notes are lined up (step 3), a reporter may discover a lack of adequate 
documentation or illustrative material to buttress some of the themes. More 
reporting will be necessary. 

 Reporters check their notes at this stage for the high-quality quotes and illus-
trations that can be placed high in the various sections of the story. A represen-
tative incident could begin the article if the piece lends itself to a delayed lead. 
Some reporters use a colored pencil or pen to mark these high-quality quotes, 
anecdotes and incidents to call them out for use. 

  Caution:  Resist the temptation to use a dramatic quote or telling incident 
simply because it is attention getting. The material must illustrate the theme it 
accompanies. If the fi t is loose, put the example with a more appropriate theme 
or toss it out—however much work went into digging it up, however exciting the 
material. 

  Remember:  Keep clearly in mind or in view the major theme for the piece 
(step 4). Toss out any material that is irrelevant to this integrating idea.  

1.

2.

3.

Approach with Care
 “Find a subject you care 

about and which in your 
heart feel others should 
care about. It is this genu-
ine caring, not your games 
with language, which will 
be the most compelling and 
seductive element in your 
style.”  

— Kurt Vonnegut  
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  Changing Directions 
 Once the story is organized, do not assume that the structure cannot be changed. 

If the piece does not seem to be fl owing properly, shift some of the elements 
around. 

 Some of the other problems that come up are:

   A theme has too much material to organize: Divide it into subthemes that 
can be handled more easily. Consider dropping, or at least drastically subordinat-
ing, some themes.  

  A theme is too minor to be worth the space being given it: Blend it into 
another theme or discard it.  

  The transition from one theme to another is awkward: To go from one theme 
to another smoothly, reorder the themes so that the linkage is more natural.  

  A long block of background material does not move; it impedes the fl ow 
of the article: Break up this background, history, explanatory material and blend 
sections into the narrative.    

 See  The Magazine-Story Formula  in  NRW Plus.       

  A Television Documentary  

 Let us watch the producer of a television documentary as he tries to focus on a 
theme for his subject—the decline of many of the country’s older cities. 

 If the city is the heart and brain of civilization, then the troubles affl icting 
the city cores of Denver, Detroit, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, 
St. Louis, Los Angeles, New York and dozens of others threaten a way of life—
cultural, commercial, educational, religious. For in the heart of the cities are the 
opera houses and philharmonic halls, the factories and the offi ces, the schools, 
and the temples and the cathedrals. The city gives a center to modern life. 

 The producer has a national audience and must make one or two cities illustrate 
the plight of the many. He must draw common elements from the tangled prob-
lems of many cities and then fi nd a city that symbolizes most of these elements.  

   The Racial Factor 
 Howard Weinberg, the producer, wanted to show the forces, especially racism, 

at work in causing neighborhood deterioration. 
 “I went to Chicago,” Weinberg says. “My associate and I spent a week there, 

interviewing real estate agents, mortgage bankers, open housing leaders, commu-
nity leaders, journalists, government offi cials and others on the south, west, north 
sides of Chicago.” 

 When he returned to New York, he had no idea how he would tell such a com-
plicated story in half an hour. Tentatively, he decided to use the neighborhood of 
Austin where black and white community groups had organized to preserve and 

•

•

•

•
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improve their neighborhood. Also, one organizer, Gale Cincotta, lived in Austin, 
and Weinberg wanted to have a person as a focus for the program. 

 “In discussions with Bill Moyers, I was forced to rethink and refi ne my out-
line,” he says. In looking back at his original outline, Weinberg found he had 
written, “It is beginning to be understood in communities of the inner cities that 
deterioration is not an accident, it is the inevitable result of a lack of faith. Expect 
deterioration—and you’ll get it.”  

  Redlining 
 This idea of a self-fulfi lling prophecy kept coming back to Weinberg, and he 

continued to do more reporting. Gradually, a theme and a strong point of view 
emerged. “It became clearer that ‘redlining’ was the story I wanted to tell.” 

  Redlining  takes its name from the red circles that banks and other lending 
agencies draw on maps around certain neighborhoods. The banks decide that peo-
ple in these neighborhoods will not be given mortgage money because the banks 
consider the neighborhoods to be deteriorating. The practice makes it diffi cult for 
residents to improve their homes or for buyers to move into the neighborhood. 
Further deterioration results. 

 Weinberg was struck by the material he turned up in his reporting. “A savings 
and loan association was licensed to serve a neighborhood—and clearly, it was not 
doing that when it openly admitted that it received 80 percent of its deposits from 
its neighborhood and reinvested 20 percent in its neighborhood,” Weinberg says. 

 Weinberg visualized the booming suburbs—which the savings of inner-city 
residents were helping to build—and the deteriorating inner city. This would 
make for dramatic pictures. 

 He decided to shift the main focus from Austin to Rogers Park, which was 
beginning to go the way of Austin. Here is how the script of “This Neighborhood 
Is Obsolete” begins: 

  BILL MOYERS: The skyline of Chicago thrusts a hand-
some profi le above the shores of Lake Michigan, suggest-
ing the serene self-assurance of a city and its architecture, 
its wealth and its power and its tolerance for new ideas in 
urban living. But opulent skylines point up and away from 
the reality in their shadows. And in Chicago, as in every 
large American city, the grand vista is misleading. 

 Out beyond the soaring, secular temples of commerce, before 
you reach the shopping centers of suburbia, the future of Chi-
cago is being decided every day in less spectacular surround-
ings: in neighborhoods where drugstores and delicatessens, 
taverns, laundromats, barbershops, and small churches on 
treelined corners express a lifestyle in danger of extinction. 

 For the way the economic game is played these days, 
these neighborhoods hardly have a chance. There’s a profi t 
in moving people out and hang the human cost. 
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 In the next half hour, we’ll look at two Chicago neighbor-
hoods where the neighbors are fi ghting back. 

 I’m Bill Moyers. 
 This neighborhood is obsolete. 
 The people who live here don’t think so, but some of the 

banks and savings and loan associations do. They stopped lend-
ing money because they believe the community’s deteriorating 
and the risk is too great. But without money to improve peo-
ple’s homes or to give them a chance to buy another, the decay 
speeds up and the fear becomes a self-fulfi lling prophecy. 

 In this and similar neighborhoods in Chicago, people accuse 
the savings and loan associations and the banks of redlining. 
Redlining means an entire geographic area can be declared 
unsuitable for conventional loans and mortgages. A redline is, in 
effect, drawn like a noose around a neighborhood until for want 
of good housing the working and middle classes are driven 
to the suburbs and the neighborhood is left to the very poor. 

 A side effect of redlining is something called disinvest-
ment. You probably haven’t heard of that term before. 
I hadn’t until I came here. Disinvestment is a process of 
collecting deposits in one neighborhood and investing them 
somewhere else. The lending agents say it’s necessary to 
spread the risk, but it leaves a neighborhood like this short 
of capital and hope. Gasping for its very life. 

 The people who could afford to, move on. And that’s what 
the savings and loan associations would like to do. After they’ve 
helped to build up the suburbs and make them affl uent and 
attractive, they want to move there, too, or at least to open a 
suburban branch. Only then does an old neighborhood like this 
discover where its money has gone, but by then it’s too late.  

  The Results   The documentary had results. A month after the broadcast, the 
 Illinois Savings and Loan Commissioner issued a regulation against redlining 
that prohibits savings and loan associations from refusing to lend money in a 
neighborhood because of its age or changing character. Then Congress passed 
legislation to end redlining by banks. 

 Notice that Weinberg had to reduce his ideas to the dimension of his program. 
Like the writer of a 300-word story or a 30-second news item, he had to focus on 
a single theme and toss out all extraneous material.   

  The Theme 
 A theme can always be expressed in a simple sentence or two. David Belasco, 

the American theatrical producer, once remarked, “If you can’t write your idea on 
the back of my calling card, you don’t have a clear idea.” 

 Steve Lovelady, a veteran editor, uses the Belasco method. “I have yet to run 
across the story too complex or too nuanced or too important to be summed up in 

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch08_169-192.indd   186men11994_ch08_169-192.indd   186 12/17/09   6:04:55 PM12/17/09   6:04:55 PM



Chapter 8 Features, Long Stories and Series 187

twenty-fi ve words or less,” Lovelady says. Once that is done, he says, “the heart of 
the story—the incisively stated, powerful paragraph—has been essentially writ-
ten.” This summary then is the blueprint for the long story or the series.    

  The Series  

 Some subjects are too broad, too deep, too complex for even the long story. 
Faced with such a problem, the reporter fi nds that the series of articles is the 
 solution. When Sam Roe of  The Blade  decided to examine the decline in Great 
Lakes shipping, he knew that he could not handle the topic in a single article. Only 
a series would do. 

 Roe’s task was to show how the collapse of the steel industry struck lake ship-
ping with devastating effect. Most of the ships served U.S. steel fi rms, carrying 
iron ore to the giant plants. Toledo’s port on Lake Erie handled 43.8 million tons 
of cargo in 1966. When the steel industry sputtered, the port handled 17.9 tons. 

 “To capture and hold a reader’s attention throughout a series is no easy task,” 
Roe says. “That’s why it is important to have stories with action, particularly in the 
fi rst installment.” Roe’s fi rst part in his four-part series begins with a delayed lead: 

   As the steel industry collapsed, Great Lakes shipping went into decline. For the 
main story in his series on the slump in shipping, Sam Roe of   The Blade   went aboard 
a freighter and accompanied the crew on its voyage.   

 A Port’s Relentless Decline   

 Tom O’Reilly,  The Blade  

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch08_169-192.indd   187men11994_ch08_169-192.indd   187 12/17/09   6:04:56 PM12/17/09   6:04:56 PM



188 Part Three Writing the Story

  ABOARD THE AMERICAN REPUB-
LIC—“Damn! She’s swinging too wide.” 

 Capt. Robert Tretter cuts the throttle, 
curses the current, and prays that the  Ameri-
can Republic,  a freighter longer than two 
football fi elds, can negotiate one fi nal hair-
pin bend on the Cuyahoga River. A strong 
current is denying her a lefthand turn and is 
pushing her toward a concrete embankment. 

 “You got 12 feet over here,” says 
wheelsman John Norton. “She’d better not 
get closer.” 

 The men on the bridge are as tense as 
sailors aboard a battleship in combat. For 
the past two hours, the  Republic,  carry-
ing 21,000 tons of iron ore from Lorain, 
has inched her way down the narrow river 
toward Cleveland’s inner docks.  

 Just what does this have to do with his theme, the decline of Great Lakes ship-
ping? In a deft maneuver, the journalistic equivalent of Capt. Tretter’s handling 
of his freighter, Roe sets his story in the right direction: 

  Now, just when it appears the  Repub-
lic ’s port side will ram the embankment, 
the current lets her go. . . . 

 This time, the  American Republic  
prevailed. 

 But ahead of her lies a far more formi-

dable obstacle, one that her crew and all 
others in the shipping industry fear they 
can’t beat: the relentless decline of Great 
Lakes shipping. 

 Numbers tell the story. This year there 
were only . . .  

 “This lead is more captivating, I thought, than diving into the statistics,” Roe 
says. 

 Roe says he fi nds it useful to “walk the reader through” main stories. “For 
example, the main Great Lakes story was reported and written from the vantage 
point of a single ship on a single voyage. 

 “A cook in the mess talking about tough times allowed me to cite unemploy-
ment fi gures. Two decks below, in the cargo holds, an engineer pointing out new 
equipment allowed me to discuss technological changes in the industry. And so 
on. The story never really had to move off the ship.” 

 Roe’s series, “Struggling to Stay Afl oat,” won fi rst place in an AP contest for 
enterprise reporting. 

   For more examples of Roe’s enterprise journalism, see  Tecumseh Street  in 
 NRW Plus.   

   The Crab Pickers 
 Anne Hull told her editor at the  St. Petersburg Times  that she thought the story 

would take a week or two. The story was to be a description of how Mexican 
women are recruited to work in North Carolina picking the meat out of hardshell 
blue crabs trapped off the coast. The recruitment was done under a federal pro-
gram that permitted U.S. businesses to bring in foreign workers for jobs that U.S. 
workers will not do. 

 But as Hull dug into the story, her ideas shifted and she realized that there was 
a bigger, better story in following the young women from their small town in 
central Mexico to North Carolina. 
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     Make Every 
Word Count  

 Writing long stories 
does not exempt the writer 
from the writing rule: Make 
every word count; make 
one word do the work of 
three.  

Advertising copywrit-
ers are masters of the art 
of compression. Here’s an 
example of their craftsman-
ship in this advertisement 
for a funeral home.    

 She ended up becoming involved in a six-month journey that took her to Mex-
ico, then with the women to the Outer Banks of North Carolina, and then home 
to Palomas. 

 Hull was with the young women when the call summoning them north came. 
Here is how she begins her series:     

  It was early afternoon when the girl 
stepped into the shade of Señor Herrera’s 
small store. She unfolded her mother’s 
shopping list and set it on the wooden 
counter. A hot wind blew outside. 

 Señor Herrera was cutting down a rope 
of chorizo for her when the telephone rang. 
“Ay,” he said, wiping his knife. 

 Señor Herrera owned the only telephone 
in Palomas. When news came, he would 
step outside and shout the bulletin through 
cupped hands, knowing it would be passed 
from house to house. The priest is delayed. 
The medicine for the sick horse is coming. 

 But this time, he leaned on the counter 
and spoke to the young girl. 

  Ve dile a las señoras que ya es hora.  
 Go tell the ladies it is time. 

 The girl ran into the daylight, past the 
mesquite fences and the burro braying in 
the dusty street. She stopped at a blue iron 
gate, where a woman was pinning laundry 
to a clothesline. 

 The girl called out.  Señora, señora, 
teléfono.  

 Juana Cedillo stood in her patio, blown 
with the powdery shale of the desert high-
lands. She’d been expecting the message. 
Now it had arrived. There would be no 
more waiting with the empty suitcase under 
the bed. 

 She went inside and gave her daughter 
the news. 

  Ya es hora de irnos.  
 The hour has come for us to go.  

   For more about the women leaving Palomas and Hull’s comments about writ-
ing long pieces see  Una Vida Mejor—A Better Life  in  NRW Plus.     

  Investigative Series  

 We begin with the series that Donald Barlett and James Steele planned for 
 The Philadelphia Inquirer  about a new federal tax law that exempted many rich 
people and large corporations. Then we’ll go to Raleigh, N.C.      

  Leads   The  Inquirer  reporters had a wealth of information documenting their 
theme of loopholes written specifi cally to help the well-to-do escape taxes. But 
how, they wondered, could they put the complexities of tax law into simple, 
everyday language for the leads to their planned seven pieces? How best to attract 
the readers to a complex topic? 

 Their editor, Steve Lovelady, was looking over the third in the series. 
“What does this mean to the average reader?” he asked himself. He answered 
his question, “That you’ll never get a break.” Unlike the well-connected types 
the reporters had uncovered, the average person would still be hit hard by 
taxes. 
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 Lovelady showed Barlett what he had scribbled on an envelope, and Barlett 
said, “Forget part three, this is now part one.” 

 Barlett and Steele worked it over, polished it. Here is the lead for the series 
they came up with: 

  Imagine, if you will, that you are a tall, 
bald father of three living in a Northeast 
Philadelphia row house and selling alumi-
num siding door-to-door for a living. Imag-
ine that you go to your congressman and 
ask him to insert a provision in the federal 
tax code that exempts tall, bald fathers of 

three from paying taxes on income from 
door-to-door sales. Imagine further that 
your congressman cooperates, writes that 
exemption and inserts it into pending leg-
islation. And that Congress then actually 
passes it into law. Lots of luck.  

 Long. Very long. But it works. The series had an enormous readership, and 
the newspaper was swamped with requests for copies. The series led to changes 
in the law.  

  Railroaded to Death Row   Joseph Neff, a reporter for  The News & Observer  
in Raleigh, N.C., had covered crime and the courts for years and then moved on 
to investigative reporting. But his old sources kept urging him to write about the 
death penalty. He told them the subject did not fi t his new job. To one persis-
tent source, he said, “If you ever have an innocent guy on death row, I’ll do the 
story.” 

 Months later, Neff received a call. “Joe, I’ve got one.” Neff replied, “Got one 
what?” His caller said, “An innocent guy on death row.” 

 This began Neff’s investigation into the murder of a 56-year-old truck driver 
and the conviction of a small-time drug dealer sentenced to death for the slaying. 
The stories started with a description of the murder and the trial and continued 
for months as Neff described how the key prosecution witness gave confl icting 
testimony and key evidence was withheld from the jury by the prosecutor. A new 
trial was ordered, fi ve years after Alan Gell went to death row, nine years after 
his conviction. 

 A year after his series began, Neff wrote this delayed lead: 

     Greedy Dentists 
Abuse Children  

 Roberta Baskin’s 
prizewinning series on 
WJLA-TV in Washington, 
D.C., originated with a call 
from a dental assistant who 
wanted to file a complaint 
with the state about an 
abusive dental clinic. She 
turned to Baskin when the 
agency refused to accept 
her complaint because 
the patients were not her 
children and she no longer 
worked at the clinic.  

Baskin’s series showed 
frightened and screaming 
children being strapped to 
papoose boards and being 
bound with Velcro straps. 
Dentists did unnecessary 
root canals. The home 
office for the dental chain 
gave bonuses to the 
dentists in its 70 clinics 
depending on volume. All 
was videotaped.  

The “Drilling for Dol-
lars” series won an Alfred I. 
Dupont Columbia University 
Award for Excellence.    

     College Corruption  
 Brett Blackledge of  The 

Birmingham News  spent 
14 months looking into Ala-
bama’s two-year colleges.  

He found no-bid 
contracts going to favored 
businesses; legislators on 
college payrolls; nepotism 
and cronyism; the family of 
the head of one school was 
on the state’s payroll for 
$560,000.  

Blackledge was awarded 
the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for 
Investigative Reporting.    

  WINDSOR—After waiting almost nine 
years, half of them on death row, Alan Gell 
sat between his lawyers Wednesday morn-
ing, his hands crossed in prayer, waiting for 
the jury to send him home or to prison for 
the rest of his life. 

 The seven men and fi ve women didn’t 

look at Gell as they took their seats facing 
Superior Court Judge William C. Griffi n. 
The forewoman, Beverly Goodwin, stood. 

 “Is the verdict to fi rst-degree murder not 
guilty?” Griffi n asked. 

 “Yes sir,” she said, clearly.  

 Neff’s stories are available from  www.newsobserver.com .      
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   Summing Up 

 Feature writers say they aim for the heart as much as for the head. Their 
task is to reach for the emotional part of our makeup. They seek to make us 
laugh or cry, to have us pull back in amazement or whisper to a friend, “Did 
you know . . . ?” 

 They accomplish their task with techniques that include holding back the 
climax as long as possible. Lillian Ross, the  New Yorker  writer, began a profi le 

 Reaching into the Past for a Feature   

Features based on historical material make for good 
reading, especially if there are interesting photographs 
to accompany the article. This photograph of a home-
stead in Wyoming reveals a lot about the roles of men 
and women on the frontier. The head of the household 
is seated comfortably at the center, and around him the 

women are shown with the tools of their work. One 
poses with her spinning wheel, and grandma is shown 
knitting. To the man’s left a young woman poses with 
the butter churn, and to her left a mother fans a child in 
her lap.

 American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming 
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of a bullfi ghter, “El Unico Matador,” by telling us, “The best bullfi ghters in 
the world have come, traditionally, from Spain or Mexico.” Almost 200 words 
later, she writes, “Only one citizen of the United States has ever been recog-
nized as a full-fl edged matador. He is Sidney Franklin, who was born and 
raised in the Park Slope section of Brooklyn.” 

 The feature writer propels the story with quotations, lots of them, and by 
making the people in the feature move about, do their thing. “Every artist 
likes to put his mark on history,” Ross quotes Franklin. “I put oomph into the 
business.”  

  Further Reading 

 Buchwald, Art.  You Can Fool All of the People All the Time.  New York: 
Putnam, 1985. 

 Halberstam, David.  The Powers That Be.  New York: Knopf, 1979. 
 McPhee, John.  Uncommon Carriers.  New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 

2006.  
The master reporter of our times, McPhee here tells the stories of Tom 

Armstrong, captain of a tugboat on the Illinois River; Don Ainsworth, with 
whom McPhee crosses the country in Ainsworth’s chemical tanker truck; 
and Scott Davis, whose 10,000 ton coal train a mile and a half long makes 
the run, with McPhee aboard, from the Black Thunder mine in Wyoming 
to a generating plant in Tennessee. The portraits are of men who love their 
work and are masters of demanding professions. 

 Mitchell, Joseph.  McSorley’s Wonderful Saloon.  New York: Grosset & 
Dunlap, 1943. 

 Morris, James McGrath.  The Rose Man of Sing Sing: A True Tale of Life, 
Murder and Redemption in the Age of Yellow Journalism.  New York: 
Fordham University Press. 2004.  

The Rose Man was Charles E. Chapin, city editor of Pulitzer’s  New York 
Evening World.  Chapin’s life “spanned the birth and adolescence of the 
modern mass media,” Morris writes. Chapin’s story is as lurid as the tales 
he relentlessly drove his reporters to write. 

 Nasaw, David.  The Chief: The Life of William Randolph Hearst.  New York: 
Houghton Miffl in Co., 2000. 

 Swanberg, W. A.  Pulitzer.  New York: Scribner, 1967.   
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  Broadcast Newswriting   9 

   Preview 
 Broadcast stories are written to be easily understood. 

Radio and television writers: 

 • Use everyday language. 
 • Write short sentences. 
 • Limit every sentence to one idea. 
 • Use the present tense whenever appropriate. 
 • Usually confi ne their stories to one major theme.  

 In addition to writing local stories, broadcast writers 
rewrite into broadcast form the stories they pick up from 
news wires. The material is compressed and sentences are 
shortened. 

 For television journalists, what is written and how it is 
written often depend on the available video. 

   We’ve been discussing writing for the eye. Now we turn to writing for the 
ear. Broadcast news is written according to rules different from those that 
guide writers for print and online. 

 Watch the evening news, stopwatch in hand. You’ll fi nd that most stories 
are short. They usually run less than 30 seconds. These are called  tell  stories 
and are also known as  readers  because they are not accompanied by visuals. 

 Broadcast news serves a purpose different from that of the newspaper. Its 
intent is to provide the public with basic information quickly and succinctly. 
The broadcast writer’s job is to get the story idea across without detail. To 
communicate events in such short bursts to an audience that cannot read 
or hear the material again, the broadcast journalist follows a special set of 
guidelines. 

 Like the jockey or the weight watcher who thinks twice about every slice 
of bread, the broadcast journalist examines every word and idea. Too many 
words and the story may squeeze out another item. Too many ideas and the 
listener or viewer may be confused. 

Rely on nouns and verbs.  

Avoid adjectives and 
adverbs.
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194 Part Three Writing the Story

   Broadcast newswriters set their writing rhythm to a few guidelines: Keep 
it tight. Write simple sentences. One idea to a sentence. When attribution is 
necessary, begin the sentence with it.  

   An Early Guide 

  When the United Press hired reporters, they were handed a green booklet about 
the size of a small greeting card. It was titled  United Press Radio News Style Book  
and was written by Phil Newsom, the UP Radio News Manager. 

 Though more than 60 years old, and written before the days of television, 
Newsom’s advice holds up today. Here are some of Newsom’s guidelines: 

 

 To write effectively for radio you must unlearn the prose writer’s rules about sen-
tence structure. Disregard such forms as dependent clauses and balanced sentences. 
You can even forget the fi rst grammatical rule you ever learned—that a sentence 
must have a subject and a verb. 

 Some of radio’s most effective sentences are not complete sentences at all. 
They are descriptive phrases. They save a lot of words and go over very smoothly 
on the air. 

 Ordinarily, short sentences are the best for radio. But the real test is whether 
they can be read aloud, whether the announcer fi nally can arrive at the end without 
gasping for breath. 

 Don’t try to tell too much in your opening sentence. The radio listener requires 
a little time to get adjusted after each story. We call it “warming up the listener.” 

 Never lead into a story with a question. The similarity between such leads and 
commercials is apt to be confusing. 

 There has always been a rule in radio news reporting against hanging phrases, 
since they break up the fl ow of thought. For example, a newspaper lead might say: 

 “Fourteen persons were killed today in an explosion at King’s Powder Mill, 
state police announced.” 

 The radio news report would say: 
 “State Police announce that 14 persons have been killed in an explosion at the 

King’s Powder Mill.” 

  These days we would not have the state police “announce” the 14 deaths. If 
it’s an established fact, we would not even have to attribute the deaths. But his 
point that in broadcast writing attribution precedes assertion remains valid. 

 Newsom suggests that broadcast writers study their notes for the “most 
 interest-compelling angle” and use it for the lead. He goes on to advise writers to 
emphasize the aspects of the event that affect people personally. Stories written 
with people in mind hold their attention, he says.   

  Rewriting the Wires 

  Most of television’s nonlocal news is rewritten from the news wires. Let’s see 
how this is done.
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Chapter 9 Broadcast Newswriting 195

  (Ten more paragraphs follow.) 

Learning from the 
Mistakes of the Pros

 In his Television 
 Newswriting Workshop 
( merblo@aol.com ), Block 
monitors broadcast writing. 
Here are five bloopers he 
found and his comments:  
 1.  Now he, like I, is 
fascinated with massive 
 construction projects.  
(“ABC World News”)  

“That’s a lapse in the 
anchor’s like-ability.  Like  
should be followed by  me. ”  

 2.  You’ve all been on the 
air and on the phones all 
day, and we appreciate 
you coming over to help 
explain it to us tonight.  
(“NBC Nightly News”)  

“A noun or a pronoun 
before that gerund ( coming ) 
should be in the possessive. 
So  you  should be  your. ”  

 3.  Nearly nine in ten 
Americans is a Christian.  
(CNN)  

“Is  ‘they’? ” The 
script should have said, 
 “Almost nine in ten 
Americans are. . . . ”   

 4.  So a lot of numbers still 
to come tonight, Brian, 
but that’s a first begin-
ning.  (“NBC Nightly News”)  

“Delete the redundant 
 first. ”  

 5.  There once was a day 
when Democrats held 
their convention that the 
Republicans would lay 
low.  (“ABC World News”)  

“The GOP would  lie  
low. Better: In the old 
days when the Democrats 
or Republicans held their 
conventions, the other 
party would  lie  low.” 

           News Wire 

 SAN FRANCISCO (AP)—Leaders of the University of California on 
Thursday voted to drop race-based admissions following a tumul-
tuous meeting in which Jesse Jackson and other demonstrators 
drove the panel from its meeting room. 

 The 14–10 decision by the UC Board of Regents was a major 
victory for those working to roll back affi rmative action programs 
around the nation, including Republican Gov. Pete Wilson, who 
has made that fi ght the key plank of his presidential campaign. 

 “It means the beginning of the end of racial preferences,” said 
Wilson, who grabbed the national spotlight from his vantage point 
as president of the regents. “We believe that students at the Uni-
versity of California should achieve distinction without the use of 
the kind of preferences that have been in place.” 

 Jackson said after the vote, “California casts either a long 
shadow or a long sunbeam. This is a long shadow. July 20 will live 
a long time in California history.” 

 Radio Wire 

 [San Francisco]—The University of California Board of Regents 
voted tonight to end race-based preferences in school admissions. 

 The vote came soon after demonstrators interrupted the 
regents’ meeting, singing “We Shall Overcome.” The regents were 
forced to another room to vote on the admissions policy. 

 Earlier tonight, the regents voted to eliminate the school’s 
affi rmative action-based policies on the hiring of faculty and 
contractors. 

    Nixon Library   Let’s watch Mervin Block rewrite a wire story for a 20-second 
tell story for network television news. Here is the wire copy Block had before 
him: 

 YORBA LINDA, CALIF [AP]—Construction of the long-delayed 
Richard M. Nixon presidential library and museum will require the 
demolition of the home of a 93-year-old widow who doesn’t want to 
move, offi cials say. 

 “I love my house. I don’t want them to take it from me,” said 
Edith Eichler, who knew Nixon as a boy here and supported him 
for president. 

 News Wire 
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 That is the way AP wrote it for the eye. Here is the way Block wrote it for the ear: 

  Broadcast Version 

They’re putting up a library for former President Nixon 
near Los Angeles, but they say they fi rst have to tear down 
the home of a 93-year-old widow. She says she loves her 
home and does not want to move. Offi cials of the city of 
Yorba Linda say they’ll appraise her wood-frame cottage 
and make her an offer. The woman says she knew Nixon as 
a boy and supported him for president. 

               Here is how Block, now a broadcast writing coach, thought the story through: 

   I tell news writers, “Avoid premature pronouns.” Yet I started my 
script with “they.” Why? Although I refrain from starting a story with a 
pronoun, I know that in conversation we often start tidbits with “they.” 
F’rinstance: “They say onions and garlic are good for you—but not for 
your companions.”  

  I certainly don’t want to start with a yawner: “Offi cials in Yorba 
Linda, California. . . .” In the fi rst sentence, I want to mention   Nixon,  
 library   and   L.A.  , but I don’t see how I can sensibly start with any of 
them. So I turn to our old friend “they.” I make it clear that it’s “they” 
who say the home must be torn down.  

  I don’t use the widow’s name because it doesn’t mean anything out-
side Yorba Linda. I defer mentioning the name of the town, because it’s 
not widely known. I save words wherever I can: I don’t call it a   presiden-
tial   library; what other kind would they put up for a former president? 
And I’m just as stingy with facts: I don’t mention San Clemente, the 

 “Why should I have to move into a more crowded, dinky retire-
ment place away from my family and friends? Do you think Richard 
Nixon would want his mother to move?” 

 Yorba Linda, Nixon’s birthplace 30 miles southeast of Los 
 Angeles, was chosen for the $25 million library last month after 
a nine-year search. Years of delays by San Clemente city offi cials 
forced Nixon to give up building the library in that coastal community, 
where he kept the western White House during his presidency. 

 At a news conference Monday night, city offi cials said they would 
appraise Eichler’s one-story, wood-frame cottage within a month 
and make her an offer. 

 Eichler, a former schoolteacher who has lived in the house for 
65 years, will be the only person displaced by the museum. 

 Eichler said she knew the Nixon family well. 
 “Richard was a nice enough little boy, always running around like 

any other kid. Who would believe he would become a president? 
 “And who would ever imagine they’d want to build this big library 

for him right in my own back yard?” she asked. 

More from Block
 Script: “If you or any-

one you know are fl ying 
tonight, we have informa-
tion on airport delays and 
arrivals.”  

 Block: That sentence 
needs more than first aid; 
it needs reconstructive 
surgery.  Anyone  is singular, 
so  are  should be  is.  . . . 
opening with  if  is not prom-
ising;  if  is the weakest word 
in the dictionary. Better: For 
you or anyone else flying 
tonight, we have informa-
tion. . . .” But I’d skip the 
 you  stuff; only one person 
in 200 might be flying that 
night. And all those already 
aloft—or sitting on a 
runway—wouldn’t hear the 
newscast.
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western White House, the widow’s background and other details in the 
wire copy.    

  “Newsbreak” 
 “Newsbreak” ran on the CBS television network several times a day. In less 

than a minute, several major stories are read. One day, Block compressed seven 
wire stories into 50 seconds. Here are three items from the script and his explana-
tion of how he wrote them: 

   Voice-Over Videotape 
 Television writing is complicated by the need to write to visuals. Block was 

told to write a lead-in and 20 seconds of voice-over videotape for the “CBS Eve-
ning News” from this wire service story: 

Script Explanation

 A former employee of the 
Westchester Stauffer’s Inn, 
near New York City, was 
arrested today and charged 
with setting the fi re that 
killed 26 corporate execu-
tives last December. 

 The government’s index 
of leading economic indi-
cators last month rose 
slightly, one-point-four per-
cent. The increase reversed 
three straight months of 
declines. 

 A British truck driver 
admitted today he was the 
“Yorkshire Ripper,” plead-
ing guilty to manslaughter 
in the deaths of 13 women. 
By not pleading guilty to 
 murder,  Peter Sutcliffe 
could be sent to a hospital 
for the criminally insane—
and not prison. 

 Rather than start a story with a place 
name, “In White Plains, New York,” I 
always try to fi x the place up high but unob-
trusively. In the third line, I wrote “out-
side,” then realized that “near” is closer and 
shorter. I didn’t use his name because he was 
an unknown, and his name wouldn’t mean 
anything to anyone outside White Plains, 
which is largely unknown itself except as the 
site of a Revolutionary battle. 

 To save words, I didn’t say the U.S. 
Department of Commerce issued the statis-
tics. It’s suffi cient to say “the government.” 
I originally wrote, “rose slightly last month.” 
Then I caught myself, remembering Strunk’s 
rule to “place the emphatic words of a sen-
tence at the end.” 

 This is a simple, straightforward, no-frills 
account of a dramatic development in a sensa-
tional story. But there’s no need here for any 
supercharged language to “sell” the story. (As 
the architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe used 
to say, “Less is more.”) My second sentence 
gives the “why” for his plea. I underlined 
“murder” because I thought it was a word the 
anchor should stress. (Some anchors welcome 
this. In any case, in the pressure-cooker atmo-
sphere of a network newsroom, the stress is 
usually on the writer.) 
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  CRESTVIEW, Fla. [AP]—Tank cars carrying acetone exploded 
and burned when a train loaded with hazardous chemicals derailed 
here today. Thousands were evacuated as the wind spread thick 
yellow sulfur fumes over rural northwest Florida. 

 Only one injury was reported. A fi sherman trekking through the 
woods near the wreck inhaled some of the fumes and was hospi-
talized for observation. 

 Oskaloosa County Civil Defense director Tom Nichols estimated 
that 5,000 people had fl ed homes or campsites in the 30-square-
mile evacuation area, which included several villages and about 
half of Blackwater River State Forest. 

 “It’s a rural area, and houses are scattered all through it,” said 
Ray Belcher, a supervisor for the Florida Highway Patrol. “It’s about 
half woods, half farms.” 

 Civil Defense offi cials put the approximately 9,000 residents of 
nearby Crestview on alert for possible evacuation as approaching 
thunderstorms threatened a wind-shift that would push the fumes 
in that direction. . . .  

 Block was writing “blind” to the tape. That is, he did not have access to the 
videotape his copy would refer to. Here is Block’s thinking: 

   First, I see the dateline, Crestview, Florida, and I know that in writing 
for broadcast I have to put the dateline up near the top as unobtrusively 
as possible. It has to be done deftly.  

  When I started writing for broadcast, I was told by an editor that it’s 
inadvisable to begin a story by saying, “In Crestview, Florida. . . .” The 
editor told me that was a lazy man’s way of starting a story. In London 
today . . . in Paris today. . . . He didn’t say never. But in 90 or 95 percent 
of the cases, it’s best not to begin that way.  

  We see in the fi rst line of the AP story that one of the trains is carry-
ing acetone. My reaction is that most people don’t know what acetone is. 
That probably is a refl ection of my ignorance. If we were to use it on the 
air, it could sound like acid-own. In any case, there’s no need to identify 
the chemical, or any of the chemicals, perhaps. The most important ele-
ment is the explosion and the evacuation.  

  In the second paragraph of the story, it says that only one injury was 
reported. I didn’t mention the injury. It seems slight. The third para-
graph gives the name of the county. In writing news for broadcast, you 
have to eliminate details and focus on the big picture.  

  In my script, beginning with the second paragraph, I had to write 20 
seconds of voice-over. As so often happens, I had no chance to see the 
videotape in advance, so I had to write in a general way without getting 
specifi c. I made an assumption at this point, and although it’s danger-
ous to assume, I have seen so many derailments on TV fi lms or tape that 
I fi gured the opening shot would be of derailed cars. So I presumed my 
paragraph covering the tape of the accident would be appropriate.  

  Rule No. 1 and No. 2  
Block says he has two 

rules for broadcast writing: 
Number one is “Write the 
way you talk.” Number 
two is “Never forget rule 
number one.”

  Rule No. 1 and No. 2  
Block says he has two 

rules for broadcast writing: 
Number one is “Write the 
way you talk.” Number 
two is “Never forget rule 
number one.”
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  I was looking for facts in the AP story that would be essential in my 
script. As you can see, my script consists of about a fi ve-second lead-in 
and 20 seconds of voice-over for the tape. Within the tight space, I can 
use only the most important facts because a script cannot consist of a 
string of dense facts.   

       Sentence Structure and Language 

  From our window into the thinking of a broadcast newswriter, we can general-
ize about writing for the ear. 

 Write short, simple sentences. Use everyday language. Make most sentences 
conform to the S-V-O structure (subject-verb-object). Keep one idea to a sen-
tence. Write the way you talk. “Be conversational,” an editor tells her writers. 
Here are some other guidelines and examples:

•      Begin sentences with a source, with the attribution, if needed: 
   WRONG: The city needs new traffi c lights, the mayor said.  
  RIGHT: The mayor says the city needs new traffi c lights.  

•        Do not start a story with a participial phrase: 
   WRONG: Hoping to keep the lid on spiraling prices, the president called 
today for wage-price guidelines for labor and industry.  
  RIGHT: The president is calling for wage-price guidelines to keep prices down.  

Several were carrying

toxic and explosive

chemicals.

Because of the

danger of various

fumes and the

chance of further

explosions,

officials ordered

the evacuation of

one-fourth the

population of the

county.

mb A tank car

DEAN explosion in the

Florida Panhandle

today led to the

evacuation of about

five-thousand people

from their homes.

SIL/VO

:20

The explosion was

one of several that

ripped through 18 cars

that derailed at

Crestview, Florida.

      Here is the script as Block wrote it:

Rewrite
 Looking over his handi-

work later, Block regretted 
burying a good verb in a 
noun. He should have made 
it “A tank car exploded in 
the Florida Panhandle today 
and caused the evacuation 
of about five thousand 
people from their homes.” 

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch09_193-213.indd   199men11994_ch09_193-213.indd   199 12/17/09   7:37:57 PM12/17/09   7:37:57 PM



200 Part Three Writing the Story

•        Use ordinary, one-syllable words whenever possible: 
   WRONG: The unprecedented increase in profi ts led the Congress to urge the 
plan’s discontinuance.  
  RIGHT: The record profi ts led Congress to urge an end to the plan.  

•        Use vigorous verbs.  Avoid adjectives and adverbs:
   WEAK: He made the task easy for his listeners.  
  BETTER: He simplifi ed the task for his listeners.  
  WEAK: She walked slowly through the fi eld.  
  BETTER: She trudged through the fi eld.  

•        Use the active, not the passive, voice: 
   WEAK: He was shown the document by the lawyer.  
  BETTER: The lawyer showed him the document.  

•        Use familiar words in familiar combinations.   

•     Write simply, directly.  Omit  needless  words.  

 •     Write in language that can be read easily.  The writer should test his or her 
writing by reading it aloud. Not only will the reading catch sounds that do not 
work, it will reveal whether a newscaster can read one idea in a single pulse. The 
newscaster must be able to breathe, and each breath closes out an idea. Also, 
reading aloud you may catch double meanings.  

   Simple, direct writing can be elegant. This is the language of Mark Twain, Charles 
Dickens, and Edward R. Murrow. Here is a lead by Charles Kuralt, a correspondent 
for CBS television who was doing a piece about exploitation of the environment: 

  Men look at hillsides and see board feet of lumber. Men 
look at valleys and see homesites.  

•      Use a phrase to indicate someone is being quoted:  as she said, as she put 
it, and these are her words. Do not use “quote,” “unquote,” or “end quote.” For 
routine quotes, paraphrase.

   WEAK: He said, “I am not a crook.”  
  BETTER: He said, and these are his words, “I am not a crook.”  

•       Place titles before names.  Spell out all numbers through 11. (Why 11? 
Because it resembles two l’s.) Do not use initials for agencies and organizations 
unless they are widely known, such as FBI and CIA. In a script, hyphenate letters 
that are read aloud. Use contractions for informality. Keep sentences to fewer 
than 20 words.  

     Tenses 

  Where appropriate and accurate, use the present tense or the present perfect 
tense: 

Who Is She?
A broadcast script about 

a mail carrier who found 
a puppy inside a mailbox 
ends:  

She took the  terrier-
 mix puppy to the 
humane society.  

She’s being treated 
for dehydration 
and parasites but is 
expected to be just fine.
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  The state highway department  says  it will spend six mil-
lion dollars this year improving farm-to-market roads. 

 The state highway department  has announced  it will spend 
six million dollars this year improving farm-to-market roads.  

 When the present tense is used in the lead, the story may continue or shift to 
the past tense. When the present perfect tense is used in the lead, the story shifts 
to the past tense to indicate when the event occurred: 

  A federal judge  has issued  a temporary order stopping 
efforts to put a reservist on active army duty because he 
refused to shave off his beard. 

 Yesterday, the judge  gave  the army ten days to answer a suit 
fi led by the American Civil Liberties Union for the reservist.  

 Following the past tense, the story can shift back to the present perfect or even 
to the present tense if the writer believes the situation is still true or in effect. The 
AP radio story continues: 

  The ACLU  fi led  the suit on behalf of a high school teacher, 
John Jones of Bristol, Rhode Island. 

 The suit  asks  the court to declare unconstitutional a regu-
lation forbidding beards and  claims  the teacher was marked 
absent from several drills that the suit  says  he attended.  

  Caution:  Don’t strain to use the present or present perfect tense. When some-
thing has happened in the past, the past tense is appropriate. 

    Wrong:  Two men are dead after a head-on collision on State Highway 68.  

   Correct:  Two men were killed in a head-on collision on State Highway 68.  

   Wrong:  Freeport is without a budget director today.  

   Correct:  Freeport Budget Director Albert Heffner resigned last night.  

     Attribution 

  Where attribution is needed, broadcast copy places attribution at the beginning 
of sentences. This makes for clarity. 

  News Wire 

 ALBUQUERQUE [AP]—The death of a man whose body was 
found set in 500 pounds of concrete in a 55-gallon drum may be 
connected to a counterfeiting case, a federal agent says. 

 “I believe there is a connection. We won’t be 100 percent cer-
tain until we know if the guy is who we think he is,” said David 
Saleeba, special agent in charge of the U.S. Secret Service offi ce 
in Albuquerque. . . .  
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  Broadcast Wire 

 (Albuquerque)—A federal agent in Albuquerque says the death 
of a man whose body was found set in 500 pounds of concrete 
in a 55-gallon drum may be connected to a counterfeiting case. 
Police and federal agents say they believe the body recovered is 
that of 21-year-old Derek Suchy.    

  More on Writing 

  Block conducts broadcast newswriting workshops, and on his Television News-
writing Workshop ( www.mervinblock.com ), he examines bloopers, blunders and 
questionable writing. “Too many of us think we’re not only the messengers but 
also part of the message,” he writes. For example: 

  Carrollton police tell us one person was injured during a 
car chase overnight.  

 Sometimes, the broadcast writer will introduce the station into copy, or the 
media, as this Nebraska newswriter did: 

  It was a full-fl edged media event that brought every TV 
station in the state to northwest Nebraska today.  

 “The media are not the story,” says Block. “The  story  is the story.” 
 In one of his columns, Block culled these sentences from clips. Look at the 

words in italics:

 •     The attorney for defendant Henry Watson  dropped a bombshell  in his closing 
argument.  

 •    City offi cials and union leaders have been  burning the midnight oil.   

 •    The workers were  visibly shaken  but not hurt.  

 •    Lopez was sitting with friends on a courtyard bench at the Marlboro Houses 
in Coney Island when  shots rang out  Sunday.  

   Yes, you’re right. They are clichés, the “language of newspeople churning out 
copy in a race against the clock,” Block says. And he goes on to quote George 
Orwell’s warning to writers: “Never use a metaphor, simile or other fi gure of 
speech you are used to seeing in print.” 

    The Lead 

  Some events are too complex to plunge into immediately. Or there may be a 
confusing array of personalities or numbers. The script then has to be set up for 
the theme of the piece. 

On the air at the 
 Associated Press Broadcast 
News Center.

Jeff Isaacs, AP Photo
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 Newspaper Lead

 As Gov. Alfred Caster neared the end 
of his seven-day working vacation aboard 
a riverboat today, his aides said that he was 
unconcerned about some editorial criticism 
that he had become an absentee governor 
whose administration was adrift.  

  Broadcast Lead 

 Some newspaper editorials have criticized Governor Caster 
as an absentee governor. But offi cials aboard a riverboat with 
the governor say the criticisms don’t bother him. The gover-
nor is nearing the end of his seven-day working vacation on 
the boat.    

  Broadcast Reporting 

  Let’s look at how broadcast reporters work. First, we go to an all-news radio 
station. 

 At the largest stations, the news director or assignment editor makes up an 
assignment sheet for reporters. The editor goes through the futures fi le, notes con-
tinuing stories and consults the wire services’ schedules of stories. Breaking news 
stories also are assigned. 

 In the fi eld, the reporters, who carry tape recorders, may each cover three or 
four stories a day—a feature, a running story from city hall, a talk by a congress-
man and a traffi c accident that tied up a major artery. For each, the reporter phones 
the editor, who decides whether the reporter should go on live or be recorded. 

 If the reporter is to go on live, the editor places the reporter on a newscast. 
If recorded, the reporter talks to an aide, who makes sure the material is being 
recorded properly by an engineer. The recording, called a  cart  (for  cartridge ), is 
labeled by slug and time and given to the editor. 

Newsreaders
“Most local television 

stations hire readers, not 
journalists or newspeople. 
Local anchors are hired 
for their personalities or 
their looks, good hair, for 
instance. . . . They should 
be called newsreaders, as 
they are in Europe.”   

— Walter Cronkite  

Newsreaders
“Most local television 

stations hire readers, not 
journalists or newspeople. 
Local anchors are hired 
for their personalities or 
their looks, good hair, for 
instance. . . . They should 
be called newsreaders, as 
they are in Europe.”   

— Walter Cronkite  

   Sentence Length:  Always keep in mind that someone 
has to read the words you write for broadcast—and has to 
read them aloud. Very long sentences, especially those with 
lots of clauses, cause broadcasters to stumble. 

 If a sentence goes over two lines on your terminal screen, 
it may be too long. Take another look at it. Read it aloud, 
slowly. Can you get through it without gasping for air or 
stumbling? 

 If you can, then ask yourself if the listener will be able 
to comprehend all the facts you’ve presented in that one 

 Advice from the AP 

sentence. Would you convey the information more clearly in 
two sentences? If so, rewrite. 

  The Lead:  The shorter the better. Don’t summarize 
the day’s major development in a long, complex sentence. 
Instead, provide a short and compelling reason for the lis-
tener to keep listening. 

  Helping the Broadcaster:  Read copy one more time to 
root out typos and awkward phrasings and to provide pro-
nunciation guides, called  pronouncers,  wherever the anchor 
is going to encounter a strange or diffi cult name or word.  
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204 Part Three Writing the Story

 Radio reporters cannot rely on pictures, so they supply much of the descriptive 
material for their stories. Sound bites from their interviews are essential to give 
the listener a sense of immediacy and what reporters call “you-are-thereness.” 
The radio reporter develops a keen ear for the high-quality quote, the quotation 
that sums up the situation. The rest is ruthlessly discarded. 

 One of the most important tasks of the broadcast journalist is to ask relevant 
questions. Good interviews are made by the right questions. 

 As tape can be edited, the reporter can ask a question again if the answer is too 
long or complicated. 

 Television journalism involves a more complex technology than print or radio. 
The TV reporter is always conscious of the need for a video, for action of some 
sort. If the reporter is to be on air, the prevailing wisdom has it, she or he should 
be speaking over action.   

  Radio Script: High School Dropouts 

  Holly Kernan, the news director at National Public Radio affi liate KALW-FM, 
also directs the Public Radio Reporting program at Mills College in Oakland, 
Calif. Her student documentary, “The Drop Out Dilemma,” won an award from 
Sigma Delta Chi, which commended the staff of fi ve sophomores and three seniors 
“for their ability to draw out honest responses from each person they talked to.” 

 Here is a draft of the students’ work before some cuts were made: 

  MUSIC UP 

 FROM KALW NEWS AND MILLS COLLEGE IN OAKLAND, I’M HOLLY KER-
NAN WITH THIS SPECIAL REPORT—THE DROP OUT DILEMMA 

  Let’s start with a quiz:  WHAT PERCENTAGE OF OAKLAND PUBLIC HIGH 
SCHOOL STUDENTS DROP OUT RATHER THAN GRADUATE? Is the answer: 

   (a) about 20 percent OR  

   (b) around 30 percent OR IS IT  

   (c) more than 50 percent?    

 Well, that depends who you ask. The Oakland school district will tell you that the vast 
majority of its high school students graduate on time. But a number of independent 
research institutes, including the Harvard Civil Rights Project, UCLA and the Urban 
Institute, found much higher numbers—numbers that indicate that more students actu-
ally leave Oakland high schools than graduate. 

  Ali01:  (1004, 10:51)  We can fi nd out in fi ve minutes how many cars crossed the 
Bay Bridge last month. It is shameful that we cannot know last year or in the 
decades prior how many students actually dropped out of California schools.  

  Track02:  That’s Russlyn Ali, the Executive Director of Education Trust West. Ali has 
compared all of the available data on Oakland’s dropout problem, and she says that the 

  Markings  
 Ali01—Actuality of 

Rosalyn Ali.  
This is the first bite.  
Track02—Refers to 

 narration by the host,  
Holly Kernan.  

Music Sting—Sting 
is short bit of music as 
opposed to the music 
bed used throughout 
the  beginning of the 
documentary.     
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district  is  counting the dropouts—it’s just using a methodology that makes the problem 
look a lot smaller than it really is. 

  Ali02:  (1004, 2:52)  If the student just doesn’t show up anymore, if they fall 
between the cracks, if they go away, then most districts don’t report them as a 
dropout.  

 Is it possible that Oakland is hemorrhaging so many students? Students at Oakland’s 
Castlemont campus said yes. 

  “I know I’ve thought about dropping out, cuz so much pressure . . . people drop 
out because they get tired of HS.” (1005, 2:00)  

  “A lot of kids do drugs and they feel like school is not that important to them and 
they have money on their mind.” (1006, :30)  

  “People feel school is not important and they think they can drop out and it will be 
easier—just a waste of time.” (1006, :40)   

  Our Mills College public radio reporters spent the last few months with students in 
Oakland public schools—a district so beset by fi nancial and organizational troubles 
that the state took over control of the district in 2003. When we saw that more kids 
might be dropping out than graduating, we were shocked. Whatever the exact numbers 
are, for a lot of kids, the school system isn’t meeting their needs. And, Black and Latino 
males are especially at risk: 

  “I would say probably 90 percent—maybe that’s an exaggeration—80 percent are 
in danger of dropping out. And really any student of color—at least in this part of 
the United States—any low-income youth of color is in danger of dropping out of 
high school.” (Gina Hill)  

 That’s Oakland teacher Gina Hill. She’s not alone in her worry—school offi cials in 
Oakland are concerned about the massive loss of students as well. The district is insti-
tuting some of the most sweeping reforms in California. Small schools, vocational 
education, results-based budgeting—Oakland is a veritable laboratory of reform. The 
problems here mirror many of the issues that cities across America face: poverty, vio-
lence, unemployment. 

 And this is a critical time for Oakland to solve its drop out dilemma— 

  “The reality is, it’s becoming increasingly diffi cult to get a job without even a 
master’s now, right? So never mind not having a GED or diploma—the reality 
is there will be nothing for you without an education. . . . We tell them that all 
the time, that’s number one your education.” (Emani Tape—12:40/in Carmen 
session)  

 That’s Emani Davis—who you’ll meet later in our series of reports. Economists agree 
with Davis—in our increasingly competitive and globalized society, if you don’t 

Preparing to go on air.
Mills College
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206 Part Three Writing the Story

have a high school diploma, you’re more likely to be unemployed, living in poverty, 
receiving public assistance—and you are eight times more likely to end up in prison. 

 Our fi rst report looks beyond the numbers at the kids who are actually struggling with 
whether to stay in school or not.  

  MUSIC STING 

 In high schools around Oakland, as many as half of the current ninth graders will leave 
school one day and never come back. For black and Latino males, the estimate is even 
higher—studies show up to 75 percent of these young men will not graduate. FROM 
THE CASTLEMONT COMMUNITY OF SMALL SCHOOLS in East  Oakland, 
SANDHYA DIRKS PROFILES TWO YOUNG PEOPLE STRUGGLING TO STAY 
IN SCHOOL. . . . 

 SANDHYA’S REPORT (7:05)  

          TV Covers a Fire 

  It is Christmas Day in the newsroom of a New York City television station. 
A teletype clicks off a story about a fi re in a small town in New Jersey. The AP 
reports that while a family was asleep, a fi re broke out and fl ames raced through 
their house. Four died. Only two boys escaped. 

 The news editor calls to a reporter, “Elaine, take this one on.” 
 On the way to the fi re, Elaine  Martinez thinks of questions to ask and the loca-

tions in which to shoot the story. 
 “When I go out on an assignment I am conscious of the need for pictures,” she 

said later. “I look for things that have an immediate impact, because I have a short 
time to tell the story—maybe two-and-a-half minutes. 

 “So I look for the strongest statement in a talk, the most emotionally appeal-
ing part of the running story. When I arrive at a story, I want to be the fi rst one to 
interview the eyewitness, so that the person is still experiencing the event. The 
emotional facts have to tell the story.” 

 On the scene, Martinez learns from the fi re chief that the surviving youngsters 
had run to a neighbor’s house during the fi re. As crews from competing stations 
arrive, she and her crew approach the neighbor’s house through the backyard to 
avoid being spotted. 

 “When I spoke to the woman next door, I asked her what happened when the 
boys burst into her home. She became tense and distraught as she described one 
boy’s face, burned and blackened by the fi re,” Martinez recalled. 

 “On a breaking story, a broadcast journalist usually asks fewer questions than 
the print journalist. On this story all I needed to ask the neighbor was two or three 
questions and let her tell the story.” 

 On the return drive, Martinez structures the script in her mind. She has pictures 
of the fi re scenes and interviews of the neighbor and the fi re chief. She works the 
script around these, the most dramatic shots.   
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  Reporting and Writing to Tape 

  The feature or timeless piece may include an interview, voice-over silent tape, 
or tape with sound of an event and the reporter’s summarizing the event. The story 
may take days of planning and hours of shooting, editing and writing, and then 
when it is fi nally broadcast it may run for only a minute and a half.

              For a story on a new reading program in the city schools, an interview with 
the superintendent of schools may set out the intent of the curriculum change. 
Additional interviews will allow viewers to hear the specifi c plans of teachers. 
School children will be interviewed. Locations might include classrooms, teach-
ers discussing the program, the superintendent in his offi ce. 

 The producer will want a variety of shots—medium, close-up and cutaway—
to build a visual story to accompany the reporter’s narration and interviews. 

 Stories for newspapers usually follow a straight-line form—most important 
material at the beginning, least important at the end. But for longer broadcast 
pieces, the form is often a circle because the ending usually has a reminder of the 
theme. 

 The reporter’s task is to marry natural sound, visuals and interviews. Some-
times the reporter muffs the opportunity. In a piece about a cloistered order of 
nuns who vow perpetual silence, the reporter wrote a narration with no pauses. 
He wrote about silence but never stopped talking. In effect, the viewer could not 
hear the silence. He might have captured the event had he stopped talking in some 
places, a few seconds at a time, to allow viewers to hear the clatter of knives and 
forks at a silent dinner, the footsteps of nuns in darkened hallways. The tone of 
the story should match the event.  

   Blunt Writing 
 The news all week had been grim. The World Trade Center ruins were still 

smoldering, and there was little hope of any one of the thousands missing being 
found alive. The intro for the weekend edition of ABC’s “World News Tonight” 
refl ected the state of affairs. 

  the president prepares the country for a war, he says, 
unlike any we have fought. a sixth grueling day of digging 
and searching in the world trade center rubble, and at the 
pentagon, the victims of tuesday’s terrorist attacks are 
remembered in services near and far.    

 For more of the script prepared for the program, see  Terror Folo,   in   NRW Plus.     

  Packaging Short News Features 

  Let’s watch a television news student, Cathy, as she puts together a news fea-
ture. The story is about a program designed to prevent children from committing 
crimes when they grow up. Cathy has an interview with the psychologist who 

Text to Video
“Text should enhance 

a video, not describe what 
the viewer already sees. If 
you see a woman crying, 
do not write, ‘The woman 
is crying,’ but say, ‘The 
woman is mourning the 
death of her son.’ Also, let 
the video ‘breathe.’ Let it 
play out; you do not have 
to write a word for every 
frame. Sometimes the 
pictures tell a story without 
any text; you can use natu-
ral sound and sound bites 
as your narrative.”  
— Herb Brubaker, president, 

Television News Center 

Text to Video
“Text should enhance 

a video, not describe what 
the viewer already sees. If 
you see a woman crying, 
do not write, ‘The woman 
is crying,’ but say, ‘The 
woman is mourning the 
death of her son.’ Also, let 
the video ‘breathe.’ Let it 
play out; you do not have 
to write a word for every 
frame. Sometimes the 
pictures tell a story without 
any text; you can use natu-
ral sound and sound bites 
as your narrative.”  
— Herb Brubaker, president, 

Television News Center 
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208 Part Three Writing the Story

developed the program. She also has videotaped the children in the program as 
they talk to the psychologist and play. Cathy has interviewed the children for their 
reactions to the program. 

 After her reporting, Cathy has 40 minutes of tape. On her way back to the sta-
tion, Cathy starts blocking out her story: 

   I’ll tell the editor to start with pictures of the children in a circle for 
20 seconds while in my script I’ll give some facts about the project.  

  Then a 20- to 30-second sound bite from the psychologist explain-
ing the “substitute family” technique. As he talks about the substitute 
parents, the editor will show pictures of the children and parents greeting 
one another affectionately.  

  Then I’ll write a short transition into the interviews. I think that to get 
into this section I’ll pose the question “But does the program work?” and 
have three or four short interviews with the answers.   

 She’ll close with a quote from the psychologist and then her own wrap-up 
from the scene to answer questions she thinks have been left unanswered. She 
estimates the feature will run from 2:30 to 2:45, just what the producer wants.   

  Interviewing 

  Much of what Cathy did was the result of planning. For her interviews, she 
devised questions that sought to get to the heart of the story quickly. Interviews 
have to be kept short, to the point. This requires gentle but fi rm direction by the 
reporter. Here are some interviewing guidelines: 

 Before shooting the interview: 

  Make the subject comfortable.

    a.  Describe the general area your questions will cover, but don’t tell the sub-
ject what the questions will be. The fi rst, spontaneous response to a ques-
tion is often the truest.  

   b.  Explain the setting—which mike the subject should speak into and so on. 
Tell her or him to look at you or other questioners—not the camera—unless 
she or he is going to show the audience how to do something that requires 
direct communication between the speaker and the audience.  

   c.  Before the interview, chat easily to dispel any nervousness. Show an inter-
est in the subject’s area so that he or she will gain confi dence.  

   d.  Know enough about the topic so that your subjects believe you understand 
what they are talking about.  

   e.  Know what you are looking for. Most short items must be carefully focused 
because of time limits.  

1.

Tough Questions
Tim Russert, Washing-

ton bureau chief of NBC 
News, said in a talk before 
his death:  

Tough questions 
need not be the loudest 
or the most sensational 
or the most theatrical, 
but rather probing and, 
hopefully, incisive. . . . I 
am ever more convinced 
that a leader cannot 
make tough decisions 
unless he or she is asked 
tough questions. . . . 
Unlike a lot of places on 
talk radio or on cable 
news and now the Inter-
net, I really don’t offer 
my personal opinions. 
I try very hard to offer 
objective questioning, 
so that you, the viewer, 
the voter, can listen 
and come to your own 
judgment.
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   f.  Don’t waste the subject’s time with questions whose answers could be found 
elsewhere—age, job, education, residence. Such questions make the subject 
wonder about your interest. Prepare background ahead of the interview.  

      During the interview:

   Start with easy-to-answer questions. Leave the tough ones for the end. If the 
fi rst questions are too demanding, the interviewee can walk away. An early 
easy question puts the person at ease.  

  Don’t ask questions that can be answered yes or no.  

  Don’t ask long, involved questions.  

  Don’t suggest answers to interviewees.  

  Build on the subject’s answers—don’t ask questions just because you prepared 
them. Listen to his or her answers and ask questions about what he or she says.  

  Ask only one question at a time. Don’t ask multiple questions.  

  Develop a sense of timing. Cut in if the subject starts to be repetitive or long-
winded. Don’t cut the subject off just when he or she is about to say something 
important.  

  Try to stick to one topic.  

  9. Adjust the tone of the questions to the interviewee’s experience. A politician 
may need to be pushed and asked direct questions.  

      Variety for Newscasts 

  Most stations and networks blend the day’s top news with features and theme 
stories. Some stations have staffs large enough to assign reporters to investigative 
projects.  

   Sexual Harassment 
 KTRH NewsRadio in Houston had cultivated sources in the Houston police de-

partment over the years of covering its activities. One of its sources told  Stephen 
Dean of KTRH that women offi cers and other workers who complained of harass-
ment suffered retaliation. 

 Dean investigated and verifi ed the tip. Some women offi cers were transferred 
to desk jobs or to distant posts. Nothing was done to the offi cer against whom the 
complaint was fi led. 

 Here’s the beginning of the fi rst story: 

  Charges of retaliation and unfair treatment are raised by cops 
who claim they are victims of sexual harassment on the job. 
NewsRadio’s Stephen Dean has the results of an exclusive KTRH 
investigation.  

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

  The Basics  
“It comes down to this, 

clichéd though it sounds: 
To ask the right questions, 
you have to do your home-
work, and you have to 
remain genuinely curious.”  

—Terry Gross, NPR  

  The Basics  
“It comes down to this, 

clichéd though it sounds: 
To ask the right questions, 
you have to do your home-
work, and you have to 
remain genuinely curious.”  

—Terry Gross, NPR  

  Patience  
Studs Terkel, for 45 

years a major figure on 
National Public Radio whose 
interviews won prizes and 
acclaim, advises: “Listening 
leads to truth. . . . You can’t 
fake interest. . . . Let the 
little guy tell his tale. . . . Stay 
patient.”  

  Patience  
Studs Terkel, for 45 

years a major figure on 
National Public Radio whose 
interviews won prizes and 
acclaim, advises: “Listening 
leads to truth. . . . You can’t 
fake interest. . . . Let the 
little guy tell his tale. . . . Stay 
patient.”  

Unclaimed Bodies
Every month, the Cook 

County coroner sends 
the bodies of unclaimed 
dead to a distant cemetery 
where they are placed in an 
unmarked mass gravesite. 
WBBM Newsradio 780 
wanted to tell their stories.  

Reporters traced the 
body of Alphonso Knox, 
who died in his room 
on Chicago’s West Side. 
Although his roommate 
told investigators Knox was 
a Korean War veteran, the 
government had no such 
record. Newsradio 780 
located Knox’s honorable 
discharge, and instead 
of being buried in an 
unmarked pauper’s grave, 
his body now lies in the 
Abraham Lincoln National 
Cemetery.  

Newsradio 780 won a 
public service award for the 
stories.

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch09_193-213.indd   209men11994_ch09_193-213.indd   209 12/17/09   7:38:01 PM12/17/09   7:38:01 PM



210

 Dean then picks up the story: 

  Women who wear Houston police badges fi nd themselves 
quickly transferred to desk jobs or cross-town assignments 
when they fi le sexual harassment complaints. 

 Some say they’re treated harshly by supervisors and 
coworkers as the complaints are being processed.

  Internal Affairs Sergeant Patsy Chapman fi led a com-
plaint against an offi ce supervisor, saying he made repeated 
advances and stuck his tongue in her ear. When she turned 
him away, overtime requests she turned in for his approval 
suddenly disappeared. She was out $800 of pay. 

 So her last resort was a written complaint, and she says 
it caused her life to get even worse. . . .   

  Heroin in the Suburbs 
 Anchor/reporter Brad Hicks at WITI-TV in Milwaukee noticed the stories 

about the arrests and the deaths of youngsters in suburban communities. Heroin 
was the common denominator in these short newspaper pieces and 20-second 

 Thou shalt not:

    1. Scare listeners.  

   2. Give orders.  

   3. Start a story with

    “as expected.”  

   “in a surprise move.”  

   “a new development today.”  

   “our top story tonight is.”  

    there is  or  it is.   

   a participial phrase.  

   a personal pronoun.  

   a question.  

   a quotation.  

   an unknown or unfamiliar name.  

   someone’s “making news” or “making history.”  

    another, more  or  once again.   

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

 A Dozen Deadly Don’ts 

      4. Characterize news as “good” or “bad.”  

   5. Use any form of  to be  as the main verb in your lead.  

   6. Bury the verb in a noun.  

   7. Use  yesterday  or  continues  in your fi rst sentence.  

   8. Use  no, not  and negatives in your fi rst sentence.  

   9. Use newspaper style, language or rituals.  

   10. Cram too much information into a story.  

   11. Lose or mislead a listener.  

   12. Make a factual error.    
  

 For more of Block’s advice on writing for broadcast, see 
 Top Tips of the Trade  in  NRW Plus.  

Adapted from Mervin Block’s  Writing Broadcast News—Shorter, 
Sharper, Stronger,  2nd ed. (Chicago: Bonus Books, 1998).

The Power of TV
 In 1958, Edward Murrow 

said, “This instrument can 
teach, it can illuminate, yes, 
and it can even inspire. But, it 
can only do so to the extent 
that humans are determined 
to use it to those ends. 
Otherwise it is merely wires 
and lights in a box. There is 
a great and perhaps decisive 
battle to be fought against 
ignorance, intolerance and 
indifference. This weapon of 
television can be useful.”   
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voice-overs. Hicks decided “there were stories to tell—stories that would not only 
bring the problem to light, but shake suburban parents into seeing how real and 
close this problem is.” At fi rst, parents were reluctant to talk to him, but Hicks 
was persuasive about the need to warn teen-agers and to advise addicts to seek 
help. “Heroin in the Suburbs,” four months in the making, won a Sigma Delta Chi 
award for TV feature reporting. 

   Investigative Reporting 
 Through the words and voice of a troubled teen-ager, WBEZ-FM in Chicago 

detailed the abuses at the city’s juvenile detention center. 
 WKRC-TV in Cincinnati examined charter schools and found them offer-

ing poor-quality education. The reporting staff found taxpayers were supporting 
 second-class education and wasting millions of dollars in public funds. 

 At WBBM in Chicago, Steve Miller went through the records of hundreds of 
people licensed to work in daycare centers and found many who had been con-
victed of drug dealing and possession, spousal and child abuse and other criminal 
offenses. Miller’s work led the legislature to pass a bill tightening up the proce-
dures for obtaining a license to work in daycare centers. 

     Ethical Imperatives 

  Broadcast journalists are aware of attempts to use them as the conveyors of 
messages. Although broadcast journalists operate within tighter deadlines and are 
called on to be more concise than print journalists, they try to give fair, well-
rounded and accurate accounts of events. 

 The TV camera has enormous power, and its users are conscious of this. When 
news crews were slow to arrive in Somalia, a CBS medical reporter said, hun-
dreds of thousands of starving people died. 

Disappearing Viewers
Less than half of TV 

viewers look at local news, a 
steep decline from a decade 
ago. A survey of viewers 
found why: the same stories 
are covered over and over; 
there’s not enough reporting 
on the real issues people 
need to know about; stations 
should show more respect 
for viewers’ intelligence. The 
local news diet of accidents, 
fires and crime—cheap and 
easy to produce —doesn’t 
mean much to most viewers’ 
lives. Too much style; not 
enough substance.

Disappearing Viewers
Less than half of TV 

viewers look at local news, a 
steep decline from a decade 
ago. A survey of viewers 
found why: the same stories 
are covered over and over; 
there’s not enough reporting 
on the real issues people 
need to know about; stations 
should show more respect 
for viewers’ intelligence. The 
local news diet of accidents, 
fires and crime—cheap and 
easy to produce —doesn’t 
mean much to most viewers’ 
lives. Too much style; not 
enough substance.

 The power of television to inform and infl uence the 
public worried Charles Kuralt, a veteran network reporter 
and writer. He thought too many stations follow the advice 
of news consultants who “would cut the Iliad or King 
Lear to 90 seconds.” He was disturbed by the inadequate 
news training of the “earnest young man or woman” 
who opens the six o’clock news: “‘Good evening, here is 
the news.’ This is said very urgently and with the appear-
ance of sincerity—most often by an attractive person who 
would not know a news story if it jumped up and mussed 
his or her coiffure.” 

 A TV Newsman’s Critique 

 In a talk at the University of Nevada–Reno, he told jour-
nalism students and faculty members: 

   The real rewards—both in the giving and the 
 receiving—are in the patient, hard work of the careful 
writer who seizes a fact or an event out of the air as it 
fl ashes past and hammers it like a blacksmith on his anvil, 
and tempers it, and dissatisfi ed, discards it and rekindles 
the fi re in the forge, and comes back to it until at length it 
becomes a useful and pretty thing—and a bit of truth. Tele-
vision news is papier-mâché. Real writing is wrought iron.   

Ethical Codes
Several broadcast 

stations have adopted 
codes of ethics. To see the 
Viewers Bill of Rights of 
station KGUN9 in Tucson 
and the Code of Ethics of 
the Society of Professional 
Journalists, see  Appendix D  
in NRW Plus.
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212 Part Three Writing the Story

   Summing Up

  Preparation:  Examine your notes for the broadcast to determine the key 
material. Highlight it. Know the time allotted for the segment you are writing. 
Decide on the lead. 

  Writing:  Begin with the best. Make it short, to the point, interesting. Use 
S-V-O construction, present tense, familiar words and phrases. 

 Last-minute check:  Read what you have written. If you sound too formal, 
stumble on a word or run out of breath, rewrite.  

Further Reading

   Bliss, Edward, Jr.  Now the News: The Story of Broadcasting.  New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1991. 

 Block, Mervin.  Writing Broadcast News—Shorter, Sharper, Stronger,  
2nd ed. Chicago: Bonus Books, 1998. 

 Block, Mervin.  Rewriting Network News: WorldWatching Tips from 345 
TV and Radio Scripts.  Chicago: Bonus Books, 1990. 

 Block, Mervin.  Broadcast Newswriting: The RTNDA Reference Guide.  
 Chicago: Bonus Books, 1994. 

 Ghiglione, Loren.  CBS’s Don Hollenbeck: An Honest Reporter in the Age 
of McCarthyism.  New York: Columbia University Press, 2008.  

Ghiglione describes the rise and tragic end of the career of a bril-
liant newsman, the victim of McCarthyism. Hollenbeck went from print 
journalism to radio and broadcasting. During World War II, he landed 
with British troops in Italy and sent back dramatic battle-action record-
ings. Hollenbeck was an early media critic. His “CBS Views the Press” 
(1947–50) took on  The New York Times  and the Hearst papers, one of 
whose columnists, Jack O’Brian, launched a vicious attack on Hollenbeck, 
accusing him of Communist ties. Despondent, Hollenbeck committed 
suicide. Ghiglione sets Hollenbeck’s career against a backdrop of a pliant 
broadcast industry. 

 Mudd, Roger.  The Place to Be: Washington, CBS and the Glory Days 
of Television News.  New York: Public Affairs, 2008.  

Mudd was part of what many consider TV’s best bureau, the Washing-
ton bureau of CBS during the 1960s and 1970s. He writes that the bureau’s 
reporters “set a standard for thoroughness, balance, credibility, commit-
ment and journalistic skill that has not been equaled.” The bureau’s con-
gressional and political correspondent, Mudd was considered a perfection-
ist, which, he says, didn’t endear him to colleagues. He describes his battle 
with Dan Rather to replace Walter Cronkite, which he lost. 

 Persico, Joseph E.  Edward R. Murrow: An American Original.  New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1988. 

  TV’s Limits  
In his Red Smith Lecture 

in Journalism at Notre 
Dame in April, shortly 
before his death, Tim Rus-
sert described a chat he had 
with David Brinkley, whom 
he described as “an icon in 
public affairs television for 
some two decades before 
I took over on  Meet the 
Press. ”  

 Russert:  David, how do 
you take everything you 
learn in the course of a 
week and distill it into one 
hour on a Sunday morning?  

 Brinkley:  It’s impossible. 
You have to understand 
the limits of your medium, 
but recognize that most 
interviews on the weekday 
morning shows are six or 
seven minutes and on the 
cable news shows perhaps 
five or six minutes. So you 
have an oasis when we 
think of an hour on Sunday 
morning. But always under-
stand the limits.  

Recognize that there are 
limits and never forget it.  

 Russert:  Well, give me 
an example.  

 Brinkley:  All right, fine. 
If Moses came down from 
the mountaintop with the 
Ten Commandments today, 
how would television news 
cover that?  

 Russert:  I don’t know.  
 Brinkley:  “Moses came 

down from the mountain-
top with the Ten Com-
mandments today. Here’s 
Sam Donaldson with the 
three most important.”
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 Schieffer, Bob.  This Just In: I Couldn’t Tell You on TV.  New York: Putnam 
Publishing Group, 2003.  

Schieffer covered stories big and little over his 40-year career, mostly 
in broadcasting with CBS News. His recollections cover reporting the 
integration battles at the University of Mississippi, JFK’s assassination 
and the Washington political scene where, he says, most news “becomes 
public because it is in someone’s interest for it to come out.” 

 Schonfeld, Reese.  Me and Ted Against the World: The Unauthorized Story 
of the Founding of CNN.  New York: HarperCollins, 2001.  

A quick-paced account of how entrepreneur Turner, who had no real 
interest in news, and Schonfeld, a veteran TV newsman, made what in its 
early days was called Chicken Noodle Network into a major cable news 
service. 

 Schorr, Daniel.  Staying Tuned: A Life in Journalism.  New York: Pocket 
Books, 2001.  

From CBS, where he worked with Murrow, to CNN and PBS, Schorr 
has covered power in all its shades and voices. 

 Smith, Sally Bedell.  In All His Glory: The Life of William S. Paley, the Legend-
ary Tycoon and His Brilliant Circle.  New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990. 

 Sperber, Ann M.  Murrow: His Life and Times.  New York: Freundlich Books, 
1986.   
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  Spell-Check is no 
 substitute for a dictionary 
check.  

  Preparing a news release.  

 Burson-Marsteller Photo 

   Preview 
 Many of the news stories and features that journalists 

write are based on news releases. A release stands a good 
chance of being used if it: 

  • Is newsworthy. 
  • Has an attention-getting lead. 
  • Is accurate, interesting and contains sources 

for a follow-up. 

 Other factors:  

  • Impact on the public. 
  • Proximity to local people. 
  • Timeliness.  

 The men and women we have been watching at work describe  themselves 
as providing news for the public interest. Now we turn our attention to 
those whose job it is to speak for clients, for General Motors and Ford, for 
the Rainforest Alliance and Save the Children, for the Los Angeles Lakers and 
the Seattle Mariners, for Northwestern University and Dutchess Community 
College and for the thousands of other organizations, companies, colleges 
and businesses that hire public relations practitioners. 

 “We are advocates,” says Harold Burson of Burson-Marsteller, one of the 
largest public relations fi rms in the world.“We are being paid to tell our 
client’s side of the story. We are in the business of changing and molding 
attitudes, and we aren’t successful unless we move the needle, get people 
to do something.” 

 One of the ways public relations practitioners move the needle is by 
reaching journalists through the news release. When United Way wants 
to announce its goal for the year’s fund drive, it sends out a news release. 
When the North Point Press published a collection of the journalism of 
A.J. Liebling, it sent out a news release. 

 10   Writing News Releases 
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Chapter 10 Writing News Releases 215

 These releases were used by the media because they were newsworthy 
and timely. News release writers know that unless there is a newsworthy 
 element in their work, it will be discarded.  

      News Tie-in   The Ladies Professional Golf Association sent a news release to 
sportswriters in early October, which, the release said in an editor’s note, is Breast 
Cancer Awareness Month. 

  CHELTENHAM, Pa.—LPGA Tour star Cristie Kerr, as a three-
time tournament winner already this season, knows a thing or two 
about making birdies. But when her mother, Linda, was diagnosed 
with breast cancer in July 2003, Kerr decided to turn her on-the-
course successes into support for a life-altering disease. 

 Through her Breast Cancer program, Kerr has been pledging 
$50 for each birdie she makes on Tour, which is matched by spon-
sors and other supporters. So far this season, Kerr has raised 
more than $40,000 for the fi ght against breast cancer.  

 The release goes on to give details of the breast cancer drive and concludes with a 
brief description of Kerr’s career as a golfer, which “began in 1997 at the age of 18.” 
She has won more than $9 million in her career. The fi nal sentence reads: 

  Her mother, Linda, is currently in remission and doing well.  

 Many sports pages carried the news release, some in the original form, some 
rewritten.     

  At an Agency 

  We’re sitting alongside Molly Wright, a senior associate with Burson-
Marsteller, watching her write a news release. Wright is one of the public rela-
tions agency’s 2,000 employees spread over 97 offi ces in 57 countries. Wright is 
in Chicago where she has agreed to take a few minutes to talk about her work. 

 “The most important point about a news release is that it needs to include 
news,” she tells her visitor.  

   The Key: Is It Newsworthy? 
 Since the release is distributed to editors and reporters it must have a compel-

ling “news hook” to attract them, says Wright. 
 “For example, say you are writing a news release about a new food product. It’s 

not newsworthy simply to announce the product. What are the most compelling 
attributes of the new product? Is it innovative? Does it help alleviate a  common 
problem affecting consumers? Will it help consumers save time or money? 

 “If your analysis fails to uncover any special quality or qualities, you need to 
tie it to existing news. In this case, you might tie it to National Food Lovers Day. 
Or with research you might fi nd a unique contribution to an existing trend or topic 
of national interest. 

     Purpose  
 “Public relations is 

about not paying for place-
ment in print or on the air.”  

 —Michael Levine,   
A Branded World: 

Adventures in Public 
 Relations and the Creation 
of Superbrands    

     Code of Ethics  
 “Be honest and accu-

rate in all communications. 
Act promptly to correct 
erroneous information for 
which the practitioner is 
responsible.”  

 —Public Relations Society 
of America     
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216 Part Three Writing the Story

 “Keep in mind that you have a small window of opportunity to convince your 
audience of the news value of the information. 

 “The best approach is to think and write as though you are a reporter or edi-
tor. If you believe that you’d fi nd the information compelling and interesting, it’s 
likely that a reporter or editor would also.” 

 John W. Hill, founder of the public relations fi rm Hill and Knowlton, advised 
his writers to “use facts that are understandable, believable and presented with 
imagination.”  

  For the Food Editor 
 Here’s how Wright wrote a release that was used by many newspapers around 

the country because of the information it contained. 
 “The release was designed to educate consumers on the best ways to pair pasta 

and pasta sauce for authentic Italian meals,” Wright says. “It was not overly com-
mercial. Rather it was written to engage the reader with solid, factual information 
of interest to a wide range of readers.” 

 The lead provides a nugget of information—pasta’s longtime pairing with 
sauce. “The quotes from a well-known chef boosted the credibility of the claims 
being made,” she says. 

   Editing a Release   
 Molly Wright in the 

Chicago offi ce of Burson-
Marsteller edits her news 
release about pairing pasta 
and pasta sauce, which she 
has described in her lead 
as “one of the greatest 
culinary marriages.”   

 “A news release is a 
written statement created 
by a company or an orga-
nization for distribution to 
the media,” she informs a 
visitor. “It contains informa-
tion that a reporter needs in 
order to write an article on 
a particular subject.”   

 Nearly 60 percent of 
articles in leading news-
papers were generated by 
news releases, she says 
that a study found. “News 
releases are a  critical compo-
nent of journalism because 
they provide reporters with 
information they can use to 
create, refi ne and enhance 
their stories.”   
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 Wright mentions the company in passing in the second paragraph but positions 
information about Barilla at the end of the release. “This strategy sets up the story, 
encourages sell-in of the facts and then provides the source of the information.” 

 Did the release work? “The 20 million media impressions in papers through-
out the country indicates an overwhelming success,” says Wright. (Media impres-
sions are the number of people estimated to have been reached by the message. 
Included in the calculation is the circulation of the newspapers that run the release 
multiplied by 2.5 for the “pass-around” effect.)  

  Why It Worked 
 Wright says there are several reasons for the success of the release. “Although 

there was no timely news to communicate, the release creatively incorporated 
the client into a larger education story that would be of interest to food editors 
throughout the country,” she says. 

 “The release had a creative lead that drew the reporter into the topic. Another 
positive feature of the release is the positioning of the Barilla name in the release. 
If a journalist decides to use any of the content he or she would need to list Barilla 

     Specifi c Target  
 The international aid 

organization CARE sent a 
group of youngsters, all 
from Atlanta, to a small 
village in Peru. The news 
release was aimed at 
Atlanta media and began:  

HUARAZ, Peru (June 
30)—Vanessa Burton 
had never set foot in an 
airplane, let alone left 
the United States, before 
she landed in Peru last 
week. Along with nine 
other Atlanta-area 
teens, she was headed 
to a rural valley in the 
shadow of Peru’s high-
est peak to join in efforts 
to combat poverty in the 
Andean nation.  

The release goes on to 
quote Vanessa: “‘It’s given 
me new respect for hard-
working people,’ said Va-
nessa, 16, as she leaned on 
her shovel in the highland 
village of Humacchuco. 
‘I could never do this.’”  

Other teen-agers are 
quoted:  

“My outlook on 
the world has definitely 
changed.”  

 —Adrienne Everett, 17   
“The scenery is one of 

the most beautiful things 
I’ve ever seen in my life. You 
can’t be sad over here.”   

—Alton Butler, 16     
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218 Part Three Writing the Story

as the source, which positions the company as a credible leader in the education and 
dissemination of quality Italian food products, a key communications objective.” 

  Headline and Lead   The headline “is engaging and attention-grabbing,” says 
Wright. It meets the requirements of headline writing that the headline contain the 
key news element, that it “convey the crux of the story,” she says. When possible, 
the headline should have a noun and a verb and, if possible, the client’s name. 

 The lead also meets the requirements for a sound lead. “The lead needs to 
pique the reader’s interest and to keep the reader interested enough to continue 
reading through the entire release,” Wright says.  

  The Body   “The body of the news release completes the story that was intro-
duced by the headline and the lead,” Wright says. “The message must be written 
concisely. Delete any words that fail to convey the message.” It’s also important 
to have an “insightful quotation from a company or organization spokesperson or 
from a third-party expert,” she says. “The quote should communicate a key mes-
sage for the product or service.”  

  Photos   Photographs that accompany news releases can help the releases fi nd 
their way into print. See  Photos Help  in  NRW Plus.        

  The Writing Process 

  As we have seen, the closer the news release is to a news story the more likely 
it will be used. A weak lead, an overly enthusiastic selling job, assertions that are 
inadequately documented and the release will be consigned to the waste basket. 
The process involved in writing a news release is not much different from the one 
that a reporter goes through with a news story:

    1. Identify the point you are trying to make, the theme.  

   2. For whom are you writing, who is the audience?  

   3. Obtain relevant information to make your point.  

   4. Decide whether the release will be in the form of a straight news story or a 
feature.     

   The Point 
 Diane F. Witmer of the news bureau at California State University– Fullerton 

says, “You must have a clear focus on the PR goal. Why is this release being writ-
ten? What are you trying to accomplish?” Is the release informative, telling the 
public about a personnel change, a new product, a grant to a university depart-
ment, the year’s earnings for the company? 

 Or is this a reactive release, telling the public your client’s side in some con-
troversy? Or is it a reinforcement release, telling people about the good job, the 
positive works, the stellar performance of the client? 

     Most Likely 
To Succeed  

 News releases that stand 
the best chance of being 
used are those based on:  

•  A new product, 
 program, acquisition.  

•  Personnel changes if 
the person is a major 
news figure or is a local 
person.  

•  A newsworthy event.    

     Most Likely 
To Succeed  

 News releases that stand 
the best chance of being 
used are those based on:  

•  A new product, 
 program, acquisition.  

•  Personnel changes if 
the person is a major 
news figure or is a local 
person.  

•  A newsworthy event.    

    Advice of Veteran 
Copywriters 

  Headlines   

Every headline should 
appeal to the reader’s 
self-interest.  

Always inject news into 
the headline.  

The two most power-
ful words you can use in a 
headline are  Free  and  New.   

 Copy   

Avoid superlatives, 
 generalizations, platitudes.  

Be specific and factual; 
enthusiastic, friendly and 
memorable.  

Tell the truth, but make 
it fascinating. 

 Observe the Three 
C’s: Be  clear, concise, 
concrete.     
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 Once that is settled, the writer has to think about where the release is to go, 
the intermediary who will—you hope—pass it on to the public or to a special 
audience. 

 That intermediary is the man or woman in a newsroom who is sitting there 
thumbing through a dozen news releases and deciding which, if any, to use.  

  The Audience 
 “Knowing and understanding the audience is a key requirement to creating 

strong press release content,” says Wright. Is your release going to a trade pub-
lication or to the general news media? If it is to go to a publication about retail 
merchandising, the release can be more technical than the release that is sent to 
newspapers and broadcast stations. 

 You should direct the release to an individual whenever possible. The sports 
information offi ce at the University of Washington will send a release about a 
widely recruited basketball player from Everett who decides to attend the Uni-
versity to the sports editor of  The Herald  in Everett and to sports editors of other 
newspapers in the state. 

 The release for a travel agency about trips to Costa Rica’s bird sanctuaries will 
go to travel editors. 

 The  Year Book  published by Editor&Publisher lists the names of daily and 
weekly newspapers and their staffs.  

  Subject Matter 
 First, identify exactly what you want to say. Then obtain suffi cient information 

to convey the idea that will be the theme of your release. 
 Wright asks herself the Five W’s and an H—who, what, when, where, why and 

how—as aids in information gathering. She usually conducts additional research 
on the Internet and in the library. This material plus the input from the client adds 
up to considerable material, a pile of papers or a batch of stored information. The 
next task is to organize it. But before you do, will this be a feature or a straight 
news story?  

  Hard or Soft? 
 Writers distinguish between straight news stories and features, or hard news 

stories and soft news stories. The pieces that have a short shelf life because they 
demand immediate telling are called hard news stories, and they almost always 
take a direct news lead. The stories that can be used tomorrow or next week—in 
some newsrooms called evergreens because they stay fresh for a long time—
 usually take a delayed lead. (See Chapter 5,  The Lead. ) 

 When Hurricane Jeanne hit the eastern states, the Pennsylvania Department of 
Transportation issued a news release whose lead stated that “three state highways 
remain closed in the fi ve-county Philadelphia region.” That’s a direct lead on a 
hard news story. 

     The PR Process  
 The essentials of public 

relations consist of four 
levels of activity.  

 Research —Determina-
tion of what the public 
thinks of the seller, the 
individual, the organization.

   Program —Adoption of 
a public relations policy or 
program. 

  Communication —
 Distribution of positive 
information consistent with 
the program to appropriate 
news outlets. 

  Response —Evaluation 
of the reactions to the news 
releases.    

    Tips and Alerts 
 Instead of sending out 

full news releases, some 
news bureaus and agencies 
distribute brief paragraphs 
that suggest coverage.  

The news bureau at the 
University of Wisconsin–Eau 
Claire sent out these Story 
Ideas one week:  

Study tables 
set up for football 
players who meet 
weekly.  

Music lessons 
for  community 
members.  
The University of 

 Arkansas–Little Rock 
 distributes Media Alerts.    
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 When the New York Knicks basketball team hired a new coach, the National 
Basketball Association distributed by e-mail a feature story about him that began 
this way: 

  One of the NBA’s most successful coaches over the past decade and a mentor who 
has been hailed as an offensive visionary, Mike D’Antoni joins the Knickerbockers as 
the 24th head coach in franchise history. 

 D’Antoni comes to New York after piloting the Phoenix Suns to four straight 
50-plus win seasons and three Pacifi c Division Championships, instilling a high-
octane offensive game that made the Suns one of the most dynamic and crowd-
pleasing teams in recent NBA history. 

 Over six seasons as an NBA head coach, D’Antoni owns a career record of 267-172 
(.608), including 253-136 (.650) in fi ve years with Phoenix. The NBA’s Coach of the 
Year in 2004–05, he is the third-winningest coach in Suns franchise history (253), trail-
ing only John MacLeod (579) and the late Cotton Fitzsimmons (341). His .650 winning 
percentage is second in Suns history to Paul Westphal’s .685.  

   Outlining 
 Wright likes to prepare a written outline, though some professionals go di-

rectly to the writing. For her, “outlining is an essential approach to organizing 
information and thoughts.” 

 Outlines come in all shapes and sizes. Some writers scribble a few words that 
refl ect the order in which the information will appear in the release. Others pre-
pare a more formal outline that will serve as their guide. Wright bases her outline 
on the inverted pyramid form the story will eventually take:

   Lead  

  Buttressing, amplifying the lead  

  Background  

  Secondary material     

  Writing 
 Outline in hand, or in mind, the writing begins. The fi rst effort should contain 

all essential information but may not be as smoothly written as you would like. 
Not to worry. Most professionals consider their fi rst effort a fi rst draft. 

  Reviewing the Copy   In going over the fi rst version of the story, the writer 
checks:

    • Is my theme in the lead?  

   • Have I amplifi ed the theme at once or have I drifted off to another theme?  

   • Is all the key information included?  

   • Do I have a good quote from a reliable source, an interesting anecdote, 
a useful tip for the reader?  

   • Is the form correct—a punchy headline, all essential sources and how 
to reach them?    

     Avoid Mistakes  
 Errors of fact are the 

surest way to discourage 
the use of news releases.  

For a rundown of the 
most common mistakes by 
news release writers, see 
 Check the Errors  in  NRW 
Plus.       
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 Here are suggestions from Judy Berthiaume, head of the 
news bureau at the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire:

    •  Don’t bury your lead.  “As a former reporter, I know 
reporters get many releases/pitches a day so they have 
little time to read through them. Often, they’ll scan the 
fi rst paragraph and ignore the rest if they don’t see any-
thing of interest. If you bury the most important infor-
mation or key idea later in the release the reporter or 
editor may never see it.  

   •  Keep it short and simple.  “Again, reporters are busy. 
Give them enough information so they understand the 
story but not so much they will feel overwhelmed.  

  Terse and to the Point 

   •  Avoid jargon.  “Use simple language that anyone can 
understand.  

   •  Get it right.  “The best written news release is useless if 
the information in it is not accurate. That includes things 
like basic facts, names spelled correctly, titles correct, 
dates/times/locations accurate. Verify all information 
rather than assume it’s correct.”    

 For more writing suggestions, see  A Dozen Tips  in  
NRW Plus.      

 Wright often reads her releases aloud. “By doing this, you can fi nd mistakes in 
wording that you might not have caught,” she says. 

   The online wire service PRWeb advises its contributors to “pay attention to 
the content of your press release.” See PRWeb’s  Press Release Content Tips  in 
 NRW Plus.  

 Next, let’s look at a classic direct mail advertisement for some hints about 
writing a successful news release.     

  Lesson from a Masterpiece 

  It takes a master’s hand to have people read past the fi rst few lines of direct-
mail advertising, and the man considered the author of a masterpiece of writing 
was Martin Conroy, who is credited with creating one of the most enduring ad 
campaigns of all time. 

 The two-page letter, written by Conroy in 1975, was used for three decades 
by  The Wall Street Journal  to suggest subscribing to the newspaper. A direct-
marketing consultant described the letter as “the Hamlet, the Iliad, the Divine 
Comedy of direct-mail letters. It’s had a longer life, to my knowledge than any 
other direct mail in history.” 

 An advertising agency president who uses the letter as a teaching tool in semi-
nars said, “I ask people to read out loud the fi rst paragraph. They keep on read-
ing. And I tell them, ‘You have just proven why this letter is so powerful. It’s a 
story.’” 

 Here is the fi rst paragraph of Conroy’s letter: 

  On a beautiful last spring afternoon, twenty-fi ve years ago, two young men 
graduated from the same college. They were very much alike, these two young 
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222 Part Three Writing the Story

men. Both had been better than average students, both were personable, and 
both—as young college graduates are—were fi lled with ambitious dreams 
for the future.  

 The next sentence introduces what Margalit Fox wrote in her obituary of 
 Conroy “a small note of foreboding.” It read: 

  Recently, these men returned to their college for their 25th reunion.  

 The letter continues: 

  They were still very much alike. Both were happily married. Both had three 
children. And both, it turned out, had gone to work for the same Midwestern 
manufacturing company after graduation, and were still there. 

 But there was a difference. One of the men was the manager of a small depart-
ment of that company. The other was its president.  

 Fox noted that “the letter nowhere says that the man who made good read  The 
Journal.  But the message is resoundingly there between the lines.” Why was this 
copy so successful?

    Understatement   

   Storytelling   

   The S-V-O sentence structure   

   The delayed lead       

  The Good Humor Man 

  Everyone knew the Good Humor Man in his spotless white uniform as he 
cruised the streets or stood on a street corner next to his wagon. Well, maybe not. 
That’s what the company that makes the ice cream decided. The image was too 
old-fashioned. It needed something consistent with the hip new generation. 

 What emerged was a public relations–advertising campaign: a search for a 
young man who would be the new image, the new Good Humor Man, and then 
when he was named, a series of news releases for news coverage.  

   Making It Newsworthy 
 Tamara Strentz helped handle the account. Her job, she says, was to turn the 

search and selection into “a newsworthy event.” Strentz conducted research to 
fi nd the history of Good Humor and obtained anecdotes “to add newsworthiness 
to the commercial story,” she said. She and Laura Bokowy wrote several news 
releases. 

 Here is the beginning of one of them about the new Good Humor Man: 

  FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 NEW GOOD HUMOR MAN TAKES THE WHEEL 

     The Range of PR 
Practice  

 When environmental-
ists bombarded StarKist 
Seafood with calls and 
postcards protesting the 
slaughter of dolphins 
by tuna fishermen, the 
company called on Edelman 
Public Relations Worldwide 
for guidance. Edelman 
engages in  corporate  pub-
lic relations, one of several 
PR fields that include:  

 In-House —Many busi-
nesses have their own PR 
specialists who write news 
releases, edit company 
publications and perform 
other tasks.  

 Sports Information —
Attached to universities and 
colleges, the staff produces 
media guides, profiles of 
players, statistics.  

 Personal —Basketball 
players, movie stars, TV 
personalities hire PR firms 
that specialize in advising 
individual clients. 

  Public Affairs —
Employed by governmental 
units, they publicize pro-
grams and policies through 
brochures, pamphlets and 
news releases.  

 Political —These 
consultants are considered 
indispensable to those 
seeking public office. Politi-
cal PR practitioners write 
speeches, news releases 
and establish contacts.    
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Chapter 10 Writing News Releases 223

 GREEN BAY, WI—After a coast to coast search, Good Humor–
Breyers, America’s number one ice cream company has found its 
man—make that the Good Humor Man. Seventy-six years after the 
fi rst trucks rolled onto the streets, the company is introducing a 
new Good Humor Man. 

 From more than 500 hopefuls, the man selected to be the of-
fi cial Good Humor Man is Robert Gant, age 27, who left a promis-
ing legal career for a shot at being America’s ice cream icon. With 
this new role, there are many shoes to fi ll. Gant represents the 
thousands of men and women who, since 1920, have delivered ice 
cream and happy memories to children of all ages. 

 “Robert embodies the characteristics that built the legend of the 
Good Humor Man: enthusiasm, dedication, an entertaining fl air and 
a desire to bring a bit of laughter to everyone’s life,” said Dick New-
man, vice president of marketing for Good Humor–Breyers. 

 “We share a rich tradition with Americans, and the new Good 
Humor Man brings back treasured memories for those who re-
member hearing the truck’s famous bells jingling and buying the 
fi rst Chocolate Eclair Bar of the summer. We want to get America 
into a Good Humor, and Robert’s the man for the job,” said New-
man. 

 From child actor, singer and dancer to adult legal eagle, Gant 
has always been a performer. After receiving his law degree from 
Georgetown University in 1993, Gant headed to California and 
worked at a prominent L.A. law fi rm, but after four months he 
left the world of casebooks and courtrooms to pursue his lifelong 
dream of performing. 

 As the new Good Humor Man, Gant will be the ambassador of 
Good Humor from coast to coast, making appearances at select 
events. He will also be featured in the new Good Humor television 
advertising campaign.  

  Looking Back   As part of the Good Humor campaign, Strentz and Bokowy 
wrote a feature about the history of the Good Humor Man. Here is how it began: 

  Through the years, Good Humor Men have traveled 200 
million miles and found a place in the hearts of Americans 
from coast to coast. These men delivered more than ice cream 
to American neighborhoods—they created memories that 
would grow through the decades with each new generation. 

 The fi rst appearance of the distinctive white ice cream 
truck with the tinkling bells and the smiling driver took place 
in 1920 in Youngstown, Ohio. Candy maker Harry Burt came 
up with a unique way to market his new Good Humor Bars—
by bringing them to the customer’s door with a fl eet of trucks 

   Planning Stage   
 Tamara Strentz goes 

over the draft of a news 
release with a colleague.   

   The Old and the New   
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224 Part Three Writing the Story

driven by Good Humor Men: chauffeurs wearing crisp white 
uniforms, starched hats, bow ties and black belts. 

 Good Humor was an immediate success, and soon 
expanded into other Midwestern cities. . . .  

 There’s nothing immediate about this release. It’s an evergreen. 
 The news releases found their mark. Newspapers and stations picked up the 

news about the switch from the sedate Good Humor Man to a new image. As  USA 
Today  put it in the lead to its story about the new ice cream salesman: 

  The Good Humor Man is alive, swell—and rappin’.  

 Next to the newsroom, the destination of thousands of news releases each week.     

  In the Newsroom 

  The news release must make it past the newsroom gatekeeper in order to be 
used. These gatekeepers—editors and reporters—decide whether to:

    1. Toss it in the wastebasket.  

   2. Use as is.  

   3. Rewrite it.  

   4. Use it as the basis of a story the reporter will develop.     

   Tossed 
 The fate of most releases is the trash can. Why? Ask a gatekeeper, Frank Herron 

of  The Post-Standard  in Syracuse, N.Y., what he looks for in a release.  “Accuracy, 
timeliness and newsworthiness,” he answers. He also looks to see whether there is 
an unusual aspect of the situation described in the release. 

 “We received a release about the plan of a local musical group to award schol-
arships to high school singers,” Herron says. “What made it interesting is that 
the decision will be made by audience members—some 1,200 of them—during a 
show. That generated a couple of articles.” 

  Newsworthy   As they scan news releases, gatekeepers look for a news angle. 
The elements of newsworthiness are described in Chapter 3. One of the most 
important of these elements is  impact.  The greater the impact on the public, the 
more likely the release will be used. When the drug company Merck announced 
that it would stop selling its arthritis and pain medicine Vioxx, it was front-page 
news across the country. Almost 2 million people take the drug, which a study 
found can cause heart attacks and strokes.  

  Proximity   “Like many journalists,” says Herron, “I try and keep an eye peeled 
for a local connection. The good news release takes that into account. 

 “That can mean the person was born here, went to elementary school or col-
lege here, owns a summer home nearby, used to work here.” 

     Newsworthy?  
 With tailgating season 

upon us, AutoWeek reveals 
the Ultimate in tailgate rides.  

DETROIT, Sept. 4 /
PRNewswire/—Fans across 
the country have long since 
graced the fields and park-
ing lots of football stadiums 
across the country in antici-
pation for the big game. And 
before they start packing 
their coolers, loading up the 
trunk and firing up the grill, 
prospective tailgaters need 
an affordable (well, in most 
cases), reliable, and spacious 
ride that will leave plenty of 
room for the necessities that 
make this Fall tradition worth-
while.  AutoWeek  editors pick 
their list of favorite tailgate 
vehicles. The list includes:  

•  Four Winds Serrano . . . 
a luxury motorhome for 
a base of operations  

•  Dodge Ram . . . with the 
tailgate cooler box. Hon-
orable mention: Honda 
Ridgeline, again with the 
trunk in the bed that can 
double as a cooler  

•  Chevrolet Suburban . . . 
the quintessential Ameri-
can tailgate vehicle  

•  Honda Element . . . you 
can hose out the interior in 
case anything gets spilled  

•  Ford Flex . . . funky and 
flexible  

•  Land Rover LR3 . . . with 
an actual tailgate!  

•  Acura MDX . . . spacious 
and luxurious enough for 
a long weekend  

•  Lamborghini Gallardo . . . 
pull up in the Lambo and 
you don’t need to bring 
anything else to the tail-
gate. Everyone will want 
to be your friend.  

— From the  PR Newswire    
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Chapter 10 Writing News Releases 225

 In the margin here is a photograph that was distributed by the news division of 
the U.S. Navy along with a news release. It shows a sailor aboard an aircraft car-
rier laying navigational tracks. He is from Falls Church, Va., the release says. 

 The release and photo stand a good chance of being used by the weekly newspa-
per in Falls Church, perhaps by the newspaper in Arlington, Va., and stations in the 
area. But no journalist in Richmond or Blacksburg will bother with the material.   

  Use As Is 
 Newspapers and stations with small staffs often use news releases with little or 

no editing. This may make the writer of the news release happy, but it can prove 
embarrassing for the newspaper or station and for the agency distributing the re-
lease if the release is short of the mark. 

 When  The Atlantic Journal-Constitution  ran word-for-word a news release 
from the University of Georgia about the hospitalization of two students, the 
 Columbia Journalism Review  took note. The  Review  described the newspaper as 
suffering from “journalistic malaise” for failing to use the release as the basis of 
reporting. 

 The  Review ’s criticism of the newspaper can be applied to the news release 
writer as well: Why didn’t you do a Google search for background material about 
the transmission rates for the disease among students, for dorm residents? Why 
didn’t you point out the fact that it can be transmitted by kissing? Why didn’t you 
include the fatality rate? 

 Had the writer of the news release done the necessary research, even though 
the newspaper used the release unedited there would have been little cause for 
criticism—and a more interesting story.  

  Rewrite 
 When a release passes the fi rst test—is this newsworthy?—its next hurdle is 

answering the reporter’s questions: Is there enough material in here for me to 
make this into a news story? Is the newsworthy material suffi ciently amplifi ed, 
buttressed, supported? If not, does the release have the names and numbers of 
contacts and sources who can be reached to provide what’s lacking? 

 You may spend a full day gathering material for a news release and half a day 
writing it only to fi nd it’s been rewritten. Frustrating? Perhaps. But that’s the way 
it goes. Journalists rewrite releases as a matter of course. 

 Look at the fi rst two paragraphs of a release prepared by the sports information 
offi ce of Northeastern University in Boston: 

  Season Outlook 

 The Huskies posted a 3–7 mark last season, but the record 
could have been 7–1 just as easily. The Huskies swallowed close 
losses against Delaware State (3–11), New Hampshire (28–31), 
Massachusetts (27–31) and Maine (26–29). 

 With experienced players returning, and an infl ux of promising 
young recruits, the Fall of the new decade looks like a good one 

  U.S. Navy  
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226 Part Three Writing the Story

for the Red & Black. But each Fall brings a new schedule, and this 
year’s looks to be as diffi cult as ever.  

 Here is how John Connolly of  The Boston Herald  rewrote the release: 

  There is a strong belief that a dark cloud 
hovers over Parsons Field even on sunny 
afternoons. 

 For if there has been one New En gland 
team which has somehow managed to 
clutch defeat from the jaws of victory each 
Saturday in autumn, it is certainly the hard-
luck Northeastern Huskies. 

 A year ago is a prime example. NU 
posted a 3–7 mark, but the record was 
slightly misleading. Three losses came by 
a total of 10 points (31–28 to New Hamp-
shire, 31–27 to Massachusetts and 29–26 to 
Maine). . . .  

 Connolly’s story went on to quote some of the players and the coach about 
the frustrating season for the Huskies football team. He used the release for 
background, put a feature touch on it and added some reporting of his own. This 
is the classic practitioner-reporter relationship at work—or here we might say 
at play. 

  Compressed   When the name of the winner of the Miss Texas beauty pageant 
was announced, it sounded familiar to Kevin Tankersley, director of sports infor-
mation at the University of Arkansas, Little Rock.  Sunni Cranfi ll.  Yes this was 
the young woman who had been a UALR track runner and cheerleader for the 
basketball team before transferring to West Texas A&M University. 

 Tankersley wrote a story about her for the university Web site and sent it to 
local media. “I would usually never send a release that’s this long (three single-
spaced pages) since I know it will probably never run, but I was hoping that my 
story would cause a reporter to do a similar story.” 

 He had a bit of luck. The release did generate an eight-paragraph item in 
Michael Storey’s “Paper Trails” column in the  Arkansas Democrat-Gazette.  

 Tankersley has better luck with brief items, one- and one-and-a-half-page 
releases on such subjects as a UALR runner named to the Academic All-America 
team, a new member of the basketball team’s coaching staff, the basketball coach 
honored by city leaders. Tankersley was at the ceremony honoring the coach, 
with his camera. “We try to use as many photos on our Web site as possible. So I 
usually end up shooting pictures.” 

 Most of UALR’s sports information releases go out by e-mail, many by fax.   

  Release as News Tip 
 On a slow news day in Syracuse, Herron received a news release that piqued 

his interest. It began this way: 

   Oneida Nation Homelands —The Oneida Indian Nation and the 
Milton J. Rubenstein Museum of Science and Technology today 
jointly announced September events to honor the ironworkers who 

     Journalists List Their 
Complaints  

 Public relations prac-
titioners and journalists 
have a “delicate and often 
contentious” relationship, 
Elizabeth A. Johnson of the 
University of Tennessee and 
Lynne M. Sallot of the Uni-
versity of Georgia say their 
studies have found.  

“Journalists perceive 
practitioners to be deficient 
in journalistic standards, 
practices and traditions,” 
they write in  Journalism & 
Mass Communication 
Educator.  “Seventy-two 
percent of the journalists 
interviewed complained 
that practitioners lack 
news sense, news values, 
accuracy, timeliness, news 
style such as inverted 
pyramids, and local angle; 
that practitioners are overtly 
and overly self-serving; and 
that practitioners are poor 
writers.”    

   Sunni Cranfi ll   

 University of Arkansas–
Little Rock 
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helped construct the buildings and bridges that have become land-
marks around the country.  

 Herron made a few calls and arranged to attend a news conference the 
museum sponsored before the opening of an exhibit about the ironworkers. At 
the conference, he met one of the Indian ironworkers, whom he interviewed. He 
blended this interview with material from the news release to write a story about 
the exhibit and the history of the ironworkers. 

 See  Mohawk Ironworkers  in  NRW Plus.        
    Testing Applicants 

 To land a job at a PR 
firm, applicants are inter-
viewed and usually given 
a writing exam that tests 
the job seeker for style, 
speed and accuracy. At 
Burson-Marsteller, the test 
included:  

•  Editing a paragraph 
to correct misspellings 
and misplaced pro-
nouns, to eliminate 
unnecessary words, to 
correct and improve 
word usage.  

•  Correcting 
redundancies.  

•  Writing a 250-word 
news release for a 
new product.  

•  Writing a news 
release based on a 
speech.  

The interview, says 
Michael Kehs, manag-
ing director for corporate 
affairs at the agency, is 
aimed at seeing “whether 
the person is friendly, has 
team spirit and has the cha-
risma to make a presenta-
tion to a client.”    

   Summing Up: Checklist 

  Form 

   — Name of organization distributing the release and its phone, 
fax and e-mail numbers.  

  — Contact’s name, phone, fax and e-mail numbers.  

  — Release date, time.  

  — Headline, preferably in capital and lowercase letters.  

  — Wide margins.  

  — One or two pages.  

  — Names, addresses of people willing to be interviewed.    

  Content 

   — Straight news form; inverted pyramid.  

  — Human interest.  

  — Quotations.  

  — Written for specifi c or general audience.  

  — Sent to specifi c person at publication, station, online.  

  — Conforms to Associated Press Stylebook.  

  — Objective; does not contain the writer’s opinions or judgments; 
avoids exaggerated claims.  

  — Double-checked for correct spelling of names; accuracy of dates, 
addresses, contact numbers, etc.  

  — Is newsworthy.      
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 The reporter is like the prospector digging and drilling the way to pay 
dirt. Neither is happy with the surface material, although sometimes impen-
etrable barriers or lack of time interferes with the search, and it is necessary 
to stop digging and to make do with what has been turned up. When 
possible, the reporter keeps digging until he or she gets to the bottom of 
things, until the journalistic equivalent of the mother lode—the truth of the 
event—is unearthed. 

 The reporter, like the prospector, has a feel for the terrain. This sensitiv-
ity—the reporter’s street smarts or nose for news—helps unearth informa-
tion for stories. Equally helpful is the reporter’s general knowledge. 

 Let’s watch a reporter for a Florida newspaper do some digging. 

    Finding the Lottery Winner   

The word from Tallahassee was that the single winning ticket in the $5 mil-
lion Florida lottery had been sold in Port St. Lucie. Sarah Jay, a reporter for  The 
Port St. Lucie News,  had heard rumors about the winner—that someone in a meat 
market knew the winner’s name; that the winner could be found by talking to 

  Digging for Information  11  

   Preview 
 The reporter’s job is to gather information that helps 

people understand events that affect them. This digging 
takes the reporter through the three layers of reporting: 

     Surface facts:  source-originated material—news 
releases, handouts, speeches, news conferences. 

   Reportorial enterprise:  investigative reporting, 
 coverage of spontaneous events, background. 

     Interpretation and analysis:  signifi cance, causes, 
consequences.  

1.

2.

3.

What happened? How? When? Where? 
Who was involved? Why?

Wayne Miller

Climb the stairs. Knock 
on doors.
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someone in the Roma Bakery. Jay tried the market. No luck. She fared better at 
the bakery, where a woman told Jay that her niece was the winner. 

 She gave Jay the woman’s name—Pat Lino—but no phone number or address. 
Jay checked the telephone company—the number was unlisted. But she did fi nd 
some Linos in the directory and called, thinking she might reach a relative. 

 “One guy was totally unrelated,” Jay says. “Another was the winner’s brother-
in-law, and although he wouldn’t give me her phone number he did mention that 
she lives in St. Lucie West, a new housing development.” 

 Knowing that property tax records that list addresses are available, Jay checked 
the fi les for Pat Lino. She found the address and drove to the location, only to fi nd 
no one there. 

 “It was all locked up. It looked as though I’d hit a dead end, but just to be sure 
I talked to a neighbor. He didn’t know them, he said. Nor did another. But then I 
tried one more neighbor, and she knew Pat Lino. She had Pat Lino’s daughter’s 
phone number.” 

 The neighbor called and Pat Lino was there. But she said she didn’t want to be 
interviewed. “I told the neighbor that I only wanted to speak with her for a min-
ute, that I’d been looking for her all day,” Jay said. Lino gave in. 

 “In this small bedroom community, the naming of a $5 million lottery winner 
was the talk of the town. And we had it fi rst.”   

  The Reporting Process 

  As reporters go about their work of digging up information, they are guided 
by an understanding of the nature of reporting: Reporting is the process of gather-
ing relevant material through a variety of means (direct observation, interviews, 
examination of reports and documents, use of databases and Internet resources) 
and subjecting the material to verifi cation and analysis. When assembled in a 
news story or feature, the material gives the reader, listener or viewer a good idea 
of what happened.

           The Layers 
 The state’s senior senator is planning to give a talk tomorrow at a fund-raising 

dinner for the state Republican Party. The story that gives the time, place and 
purpose of the senator’s talk is a Layer I story. That is, it simply relays informa-
tion from a source. 

 If the reporter handling this story were to dig a bit deeper and ask the senator’s 
press secretary whether the senator will support a particular gubernatorial candi-
date in the party primary, we can say that the reporter is now operating at a deeper 
layer, Layer II. We have seen how Sarah Jay worked Layer II by not waiting for 
the state to announce the name of the winner of the lottery. 

 As we move on in our examination of journalistic work we will meet reporters 
who are allowed to interpret their fi ndings, to fi nd causes and consequences of the 
events they examine. They work in Layer III. 

 Reporting Is 
At the Center    

“Reporting is the essen-
tial ingredient in good 
journalism. Everything else 
is dressing. Whether cover-
ing the White House or the 
school board, the reporter 
is the engine that drives the 
newspaper, the contributor 
who makes the newscast 
worthwhile.  

“Forget the fancy pack-
aging. The news orga-
nizations that are most 
 successful— the ones audi-
ences consider essential—
are those that care most 
about good reporting.”   

— Sid Bedingfield     
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“Reporting is the essen-
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is the engine that drives the 
newspaper, the contributor 
who makes the newscast 
worthwhile.  

“Forget the fancy pack-
aging. The news orga-
nizations that are most 
 successful— the ones audi-
ences consider essential—
are those that care most 
about good reporting.”   

— Sid Bedingfield     
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Source-
Originated
Material

Spontaneous
Events

Reportorial
Enterprise

Interpretation
and
Explanation

The News Story and 
Its Layers of Truth
 Layer I—Handouts, news 

conferences, speeches, 
statements.   

 Layer II—Reportorial 
enterprise, background, 
reporter’s observations, 
spontaneous events.   

 Layer III— Signifi cance, 
impact, causes, consequences, 
analysis, interpretation.   

 Digging for the Story 
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 Most journalists say that their most important task is to look beneath the sur-
face. Lincoln Steffens, the great journalist of the muckraking period, said the 
reporter’s task is “the letting in of light and air.” Reporters base their work on the 
same conviction that guided Steffens. Their job is to seek out relevant informa-
tion for people who cannot witness or comprehend the events that affect them. 

     Layer I Reporting 

  Layer I reporting is the careful and accurate transcription of source-originated 
material—the record, the speech, the news conference. Its strengths and its limita-
tions are those of objective journalism. 

 Layer I is the source for the facts used in most news stories. Information is 
mined from material that originates with and is controlled by the source. Fact gath-
ering at this level of journalism may involve going to the mayor’s offi ce to pick 
up a transcript of the speech he is to deliver this evening or it may involve calling 
the mortuary holding the body of the child who drowned last night. The stories 
based on these facts rely almost wholly on information a source has supplied. 

 Fact gathering at Layer I is the journalistic equivalent of surface mining. The 
reporter sinks no shafts into the event but is content to use top-layer material, 
some of which is presented by public relations and information specialists. Much 
of the reporter’s task is confi ned to sorting out and rearranging the delivered 
facts, verifying addresses and dates and checking the spelling of names. Most 
stories appearing in newspapers and on radio and television are based on source-
originated material.  

      Essential Information   Despite criticism of Layer I reporting, it serves an 
essential function. At its most basic level, it gives the public information about 
the happenings in their community. The local newspaper will publish photos of 
dogs awaiting adoption at the County Animal Shelter and tell parents that the 
school lunch on Monday will be hot dogs, junior salad bar, veggie dippers and 
fruit salad. Tuesday, meatball sandwich, salad, buttery corn and raisins. . . . 

 The newspaper also will provide an hour-by-hour police incident report: 

  1:03 a.m.: A loud party was reported on 
Lincoln Street. On request, the responsibles 
agreed to quiet down. 

 2:24 a.m.: William Young of 42 Broad-
way was arrested for driving under the 
infl uence of alcohol. He was booked in the 
county jail. . . .  

 In Layer I, journalists report city council meetings, legislative hearings, 
United Way fund raising, street closings, traffi c accidents, basketball games, 
appointments of the new university president and human-rights commissioner, 
the verdicts at trials—an enormous range of activities. Such coverage is essen-
tial, especially in the area of public affairs. The public must have access to the 

 The Job    
“A journalist’s job is 

to dig, expose secrets (as 
long as they matter) and 
present a truthful, balanced 
picture.”   
—Jill Abramson, managing 
editor, The New York Times    

 The Job    
“A journalist’s job is 

to dig, expose secrets (as 
long as they matter) and 
present a truthful, balanced 
picture.”   
—Jill Abramson, managing 
editor, The New York Times    

     Reporting  
“It’s the hardest job 

in the world that doesn’t 
involve heavy lifting.”   

— Pete Hamill     

     Reporting  
“It’s the hardest job 

in the world that doesn’t 
involve heavy lifting.”   

— Pete Hamill     
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statements and activities of its offi cials, and these offi cials must have feedback so 
they know what’s on the mind of the public. This give and take makes responsive, 
consensual government possible.   

  Pseudo-Events 
 As the mass media, particularly television, became the dominant dispensers of 

experience in American life, sources sought to manipulate reality to accommodate 
the media, especially television’s need for pictures. The information sources real-
ized that press releases and announcements unaccompanied by visual material 
of events would not merit more than 20 seconds on most newscasts, if that. As a 
result, sources learned to stage events for the press that resembled spontaneous 
events (Layer II) but were, in fact, as much under the control of the source as the 
news release and the prepared speech. These staged events are known as  media-
events  or  pseudo-events.  

 Following a presidential State of the Union speech, Russell Baker of  The New York 
Times  asked one of the president’s advisers if the speech “was not mostly a media 
event, a nonhappening staged because reporters would pretend it was a happening.” 

 “It’s  all  media event,” the adviser replied. “If the media weren’t so ready to be 
used, it would be a very small splash.” 

 Daniel J. Boorstin, the social historian, originated the term  pseudo-event  to 
describe these synthetic occurrences. He says that a “larger and larger propor-
tion of our experience, of what we read and see and hear, has come to consist of 
pseudo-events.” In the process, he says, “Vivid image came to overshadow pale 
reality.” His book about image making opens with this short dialogue: 

  ADMIRING FRIEND: “My, that’s a beautiful baby you have there!” 

 MOTHER: “Oh, that’s nothing—you should see his photograph.”  

 Boorstin says the pseudo-event has these characteristics: “It is not spontane-
ous, but comes about because someone has planned, planted or incited it. . . . It is 
planted primarily (but not always exclusively) for the immediate purpose of being 
reported or reproduced. Therefore, its occurrence is arranged for the convenience 
of the reporting or reproducing media. . . . Its relation to the underlying relativity 
of the situation is ambiguous. . . .”  

  Media Manipulation 
 The orchestration of events for public consumption is a frequent occurrence in 

government and politics. Needing public attention and approval, politicians often 
resort to media manipulation, and they often get away with their contrivances. In 
his memoirs, Richard Nixon wrote that modern presidents “must try to master the 
art of manipulating the media . . . at the same time they must avoid at all costs the 
charge of trying to manipulate the media.” 

  Staged Confrontation   One of the most dramatic pictures of the civil rights move-
ment in the South in the early 1960s showed a determined Gov. George C. Wallace 

Spinsters
People, wrote Walter 

Lippmann in his 1922 book 
 Public Opinion,  do not react 
rationally to information 
but respond to the “pic-
tures inside their heads.” 
This marked “the birthing 
moment of spin,” says Stu-
art Ewen, Hunter College 
historian and author of  PR! 
A Social History of Spin.   

“We live in a world 
where everyone is always 
battling for the public mind 
and public approval,” Ewen 
says. “I think the public 
believes there is no truth, 
only spin—in part because 
much of the educated 
middle class spins for a 
living.”
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blocking the entrance to a University of Alabama building, refusing to allow two 
black students to enroll. For Wallace, a symbol to southerners of resistance to fed-
erally imposed desegregation, this was a powerful and positive image. Even when 
confronted by federalized National Guard troops with a court order, Wallace stood 
fi rm. 

 Grudgingly, in the face of fi repower, he stood aside. 
 The reality was far different: In secret meetings, the Justice Department and 

Wallace had worked out a scenario that would make both President John F. Ken-
nedy and Wallace look good. Wallace would be allowed to take a stand against 
desegregating the university but would permit the black students to enroll under 
the Guard’s protection. 

 Wallace thus was able to make political capital in the South, and Kennedy 
appeared decisive to people who wanted the country to move faster toward deseg-
regating its educational system. 

 The Kennedy-Wallace secret pact came to light years later. Another media 
event some 40 years after the Alabama agreement had a much shorter life. 

   Mission Exposed   Following the quick collapse of the Iraqi army, the media 
advisers to President George W. Bush arranged an event to celebrate the victory. 
Before a battery of reporters and photographers, Bush landed in a fi ghter jet on 

Photo Op Gone Sour
 A classic photo oppor-

tunity that went awry was 
Richard Nixon’s attempt to 
counter the image John F. 
Kennedy had established of 
being calm and thought-
ful. Nixon’s handlers had 
him walking on a beach, 
gazing out to sea. Report-
ers pointed out Nixon was 
wearing a coat, a tie and 
wingtip shoes for his stroll 
in the sand. 

Photo Op Gone Sour
 A classic photo oppor-

tunity that went awry was 
Richard Nixon’s attempt to 
counter the image John F. 
Kennedy had established of 
being calm and thought-
ful. Nixon’s handlers had 
him walking on a beach, 
gazing out to sea. Report-
ers pointed out Nixon was 
wearing a coat, a tie and 
wingtip shoes for his stroll 
in the sand. 

AP Photo by Scott Applewhite

Stagecraft
 The Associated Press cap-

tion for this photograph of 
President Bush aboard an 
aircraft carrier reads:   

 President Bush fl ashes a 
“thumbs-up” after declar-
ing the end of major com-
bat in Iraq as he speaks 
aboard the aircraft carrier 
USS Abraham Lincoln off 
the California coast, Thurs-
day, May 1, 2003.   

 The carrier will arrive 
in San Diego May 2, 
2003, following a record 
 10-month deployment 
including “Operation Iraqi 
Freedom.”   

 Combat did not end in 
2003 but intensifi ed with 
increasing deaths to Iraqi 
civilians and U.S. troops. 
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the deck of an aircraft carrier. The president emerged in full fl ight gear to cheers 
and a huge banner, “Mission Accomplished.” 

 The scene was dramatic, a made-for-TV moment. But reporters were quick to 
point out that the ship was close to shore. The captain had turned it about to make 
it appear to be at sea. 

 On page 1 of  The New York Times,  White House correspondent Elizabeth 
Bumiller wrote that the event “will be remembered as one of the most audacious 
moments of presidential theater in American history,” and she went on to write 
that “it was only the latest example of how the Bush administration, going far 
beyond the foundations of stagecraft set by the Reagan White House, is using the 
powers of television and technology to promote a presidency like never before.” 

 Bumiller wrote that President Bush’s media handlers have made media events 
into “an art form.” Her story is Layer III Reporting.   

  Trial Balloons 
 One of the ways government offi cials manage the media is through the fl oating 

of trial balloons. The technique involves letting reporters in on inside information, 
usually about an appointee or a possible new program. The material is to be used 
without attribution. The information is published or used on television and cable. 
Public reaction is then gauged. If the public rejects the fl oated material, no one 
can be blamed as there is no source named. If there is acceptance, then the offi cial 
may be named, the program adopted. To counter this form of media management, 
reporters strive to attribute information. 

     Dangers of Layer I 

  When reporting is confi ned to Layer I, the distinction between journalism and 
public relations is hard to discern. The consequences for society can be serious, as 
Joseph Bensman and Robert Lilienfi eld, sociologists, explain: 

  When “public relations” is conducted simultaneously for a vast number of insti-
tutions and organizations, the public life of a society becomes so congested with 
manufactured appearances that it is diffi cult to recognize any underlying realities. 

 As a result, individuals begin to distrust all public facades and retreat into 
apathy, cynicism, disaffi liation, distrust of media and public institutions. . . . The 
journalist unwittingly often exposes the workings of the public relations man or 
information specialist, if he operates within a genuine journalistic attitude.   

   Worthwhile Information 
 Some staged events do produce news—the civil rights demonstrations in the 1960s, 

picketing by the local teachers union. Certainly, dozens of source-originated events 
are newsworthy—the text of the mayor’s speech, the details the mortuary supplies 
about the child’s death, the announcement that the university football program has 
been placed on probation for booster activities that included payment to athletes. 

     Conduit  
“Increasingly, information 

is generated by those who 
wish to promote something 
or someone—a product, a 
cause, a political candidate 
or officeholder—without 
arguing their case on its 
merits or explicitly advertising 
it as self-interested material 
either. Much of the press, in 
its eagerness to inform the 
public, has become a conduit 
for the equivalent of junk 
mail.”   

— Christopher Lasch     
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   Handling the Handout 
 “Don’t be a handout reporter,” Harry Romanoff, a night city editor on the 

 Chicago American,  would tell young reporters. One of Romanoff ’s charges was 
Mervin Block, who recalls an encounter with Romanoff: 

  I remember his giving me a fi stful of press releases trumpeting movie monarch 
Louis B. Mayer’s expected arrival at the Dearborn Street Railroad Station. An hour 
later, Romy asked me what time Mayer’s train would be pulling in. I told him, and 
when he challenged my answer, I cited the handouts: one from the Santa Fe, one 
from Mayer’s studio (MGM), and one from his destination, the Ambassador East 
Hotel. All agreed on the time. But that wasn’t good enough for Romy. 

 “Call the stationmaster and  fi nd out. ”  

  More Costly   When news releases from food chains in Chicago announced 
price cuts on thousands of items, the Chicago newspapers bannered the stories on 
their front pages. One such headline: 

   Infl ation Breakthrough 
Food Prices to Drop Here   

 Despite the rash of stories about how the shopper “may save 15% in price 
battle,” as another paper said in a headline over one of its stories, consumers were 
actually paying more on a unit, or per-ounce, basis. 

 The Chicago commissioner of consumer affairs demonstrated that the city’s 
consumers were being misled by the store announcements and consequently by 
the newspaper stories that took the handouts at face value. Many of the items that 
were reduced in price were also reduced in weight. Peanut clusters went from 72 
cents a packet to 69 cents, an apparent saving of 3 cents. But the packet went from 
6 ounces to 5¼ ounces. With a little arithmetic, a reporter could have fi gured out 
that this was actually an increase of 6 cents a packet. Some items were publicized 

  Offi cials infl uence the news several ways: 
  Explanatory briefi ngs:  Complex events often require 

explanations by offi cials who use the opportunity to pre-
sent the offi cial point of view. These briefi ngs may be 
off-the-record, which allows the sources to escape respon-
sibility for the information should it prove unpopular. 

  Controlled timing:  By holding news conferences close 
to deadline, sources make it diffi cult for reporters to verify 
material and to seek comments. 

  Feeding favorites:  Information is offered on an exclusive

 News Management Tactics 

basis to certain reporters, usually those at infl uential news-
papers such as  The Washington Post, The New York Times  
and  The Wall Street Journal.  The tendency for the newspa-
per with an exclusive is to play it up. 

  Security blanket:  Embarrassing information can be 
covered by labeling it top security even if the material will 
not imperil security. 

  Heading off stories:  Material with self-serving informa-
tion is leaked when offi cials are worried about an unfavor-
able impending development or story.  
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because they stayed at the same price “despite infl ation,” according to the hand-
outs and the stories. True enough. A 70-cent can of beef stew was still 70 cents. 
But the new can contained half an ounce less than the old can. 

 The moral of this little tale of the peanut clusters and beef stew is: Even when 
operating in Layer I, check and check again.     

  Layer II Reporting 

  When reporters initiate information-gathering and when they add to Layer I 
material, they are digging in Layer II. Whenever the situation moves beyond the 
control of those trying to manage it, the reporter is working in Layer II. 

           The transition from Layer I to Layer II can be seen at a news conference. 
The reading of a statement provides the source-originated material (I). The give-
and-take of the question-and-answer period is spontaneous (II). When the source 
declines to answer questions, the reporter should understand that he or she is back 
in Layer I, dealing with material controlled by the source. 

 The reporter who, after she is told by the police that the hotel was burglarized 
at 5:46 a.m., looks up the time of sunrise that day. Her enterprise enables her to 
write, “The burglar left the hotel in early morning darkness.” 

 The reporter who writes that the state purchasing agent has awarded to a local 
dealer a contract for a fl eet of automobiles is engaged in Layer I journalism. The 
investigative reporter who digs into the records to learn that the contract was 
awarded without bids is working at the second level.  

   Women for Sale 
 When Lena H. Sun,  The Washington Post ’s correspondent in China, heard 

of the practice of selling women to men seeking wives, she looked for a victim 
so that she wouldn’t have to rely on secondhand accounts. On the outskirts of 
Beijing, she found Ma Linmei who was, Sun wrote, “a virtual prisoner. The 
main road is more than an hour away by foot, down a steep, rocky path. She 
has no money, and she can barely speak the local dialect. No one will help her 
escape.” 

 Her husband had been unable to fi nd a bride locally and traveled thousands of 
miles to Yunan Province in southwestern China to buy a wife. 

 Sun interviewed Ma, who told her, “I miss my home. I miss my mother. I’m 
always sick. If I had money I would run away.” 

 But in a way, Ma was luckier than many women, Sun found. Thousands of 
others “are abducted by traders in human fl esh, who trick them with promises of 
good jobs and a better life far from home. The traffi ckers often rape and beat the 
women before selling them into virtual bondage, often with the full knowledge 
and cooperation of local Communist Party offi cials. . . .” 

 Some of the victims, she reported, are as young as 14. Some are locked up, oth-
ers shackled to keep them from running away. “Some have had their leg tendons 
cut to prevent them from escaping,” Sun reported.  

Which Says More?  

 Layer I 
Rudolph W. Giuliani has 

accepted the endorsement 
of publisher Steve Forbes 
for the Republican presi-
dential nomination.     

—Radio news story 

     Layer II  
Rudolph W. Giuliani 

accepted the endorsement 
of Steve Forbes yesterday 
and embraced Mr. Forbes’s 
signature issue, saying 
he liked the idea of a flat 
tax—something Mr. Giuliani 
denounced when Mr. Forbes 
was running for president. 

— The New York Times     

Which Says More?  

 Layer I 
Rudolph W. Giuliani has 

accepted the endorsement 
of publisher Steve Forbes 
for the Republican presi-
dential nomination.     

—Radio news story 

     Layer II  
Rudolph W. Giuliani 

accepted the endorsement 
of Steve Forbes yesterday 
and embraced Mr. Forbes’s 
signature issue, saying 
he liked the idea of a flat 
tax—something Mr. Giuliani 
denounced when Mr. Forbes 
was running for president. 

— The New York Times     

Sold for $363  
 Although Ma Linmei is 

far from home and is mar-
ried to a man she does not 
like, she is luckier than most 
bought wives. Many are 
brutalized, kept in virtual 
captivity. 

 Lena H. Sun, 
 The Washington Post  
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  Computer-Assisted Reporting Projects 
 Journalists who use the computer to analyze material work in Layer II. When 

he was database editor of the  Austin American-Statesman,  Jeff South teamed up 
with reporters to write informative stories. Here’s how one begins: 

  Some of the highest-paid employees of 
Austin city government aren’t doctors, law-
yers and department heads. They’re electri-
cians, water workers and mechanics who 
add thousands of dollars to their salaries 
through overtime. 

 Dozens of city employees regularly 
earn more than $15,000 a year in overtime. 
Ninety have received more than $50,000 in 
overtime pay over the past four and a half 
years, and two-thirds of those employees 
work for one department: the electric utility.  

 By examining city payroll records, South and Mike Todd found the city had 
paid out more than $8 million in overtime in a year. A union offi cial said the 
amount raises questions about proper staffi ng, equity in salaries and safety. 

 In computer analyses of database and other material, South found 402 dams 
in Texas “could collapse” with heavy rains, that despite the law a sixth of Texas 
drivers do not have auto insurance, and a fourth of Texas public schools had no 
black or Hispanic teachers. 

   Peter Eisler of  USA Today  dug into old records—100,000 pages of declassifi ed 
documents—for his series on government contracts that put workers at risk and 
led to the pollution of many areas in the country. The material was placed in an 
Excel spreadsheet. For Eisler’s detailed explanation of how he handled the report-
ing, and excerpts from his stories, see  Poisoned Workers & Poisoned Places  in  
NRW Plus.     

  Investigative Reporting 

  Those who dig deepest in Layer II are called investigative reporters. Their work 
falls into two categories—looking into systemic abuses and checking on illegal 
activities. The police department that regularly stops black motorists is engaging 
in a systemic abuse. The city purchasing agent who awards contracts without call-
ing for bids violates the law.

     A Systemic Abuse 
 Judy Johnson of  The Anniston Star  heard that some people in an Alabama com-

munity were having trouble getting credit from banks and fi nance companies. 
She decided to investigate. She spent months examining records of mortgages 
and land transfers. “I compiled them into lists year by year, looking for patterns, 
building a history,” she said. 

 She talked to people turned down by banks. Through the years of borrowing 
from a local businessman, one woman had accumulated $50,000 in high-interest 
loans. Among her loans was one for a four-year-old car she and her husband 
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had bought from the businessman’s used car lot. The model she bought cost her 
slightly less than a new car would have cost her. 

 Johnson showed how the poor, who cannot obtain credit from large lend-
ing institutions, are victimized by private lenders. Her series won national 
recognition.  

  Illegalities 
 Shortly after his graduation from journalism school, James Dwyer of  The 

Dispatch  in Hudson County, N.J., was checking the bids of merchants hoping to 
sell supplies to a vocational school. His instructor had told Dwyer that bids some-
times are manipulated and that examining them can be rewarding. 

  Strange Bids   Dwyer noticed that some of the bids seemed to be typed on the 
same typewriter. He also noticed that the prices for ladders, dust cloths, shovels 
and other items were high. Even when the supplies were purchased in quantity, 
prices were higher than they would have been for goods sold as individual items 
in hardware stores. For example, the school paid $564 for ladders that local stores 
sold for $189. He visited the school and found enough dust cloths to keep the 
school’s furniture glowing for a couple of centuries. 

 Dwyer tried to locate the fi rms that made the unsuccessful bids. He could not 
fi nd them. He theorized that the agent through whom the goods were sold had 
invented bidders, and using these fake fi rms to enter high bids on faked statio-
nery, the agent made his fi rm the low bidder. Dwyer’s investigation confi rmed his 
theory and a grand jury took over after his stories appeared.  

  Payroll Deadbeats   A reporter had been told by an out-of-offi ce politician that 
some city workers were political appointees who never showed up for work. An 
idea: Examine parking tickets in resort areas issued to vehicles with New York 
license plates. He compared the names on the tickets with names on the city pay-
roll. Lo and behold, he found Florida traffi c tickets for New York City employees 
on days they were supposed to be working.   

  Investigative Narrative 
 Investigative reporters Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steele looked into the 

costs of the war in Iraq and came up with some staggering sums. They knew that 
numbers can be numbing. They summed up the thinking that went into their story: 

  It’s not enough to drop a big number into 
a story—as diffi cult as it might have been to 
fi nd that number—and expect people to be 
wowed, or even grateful. A lot of our effort 
involves coming up with a perspective that 
will succeed in connecting our fi ndings with 
the experiences and/or feelings of those we 
hope will read about them. . . . 

Investigative 
Reporting

    “Reporting that exposes 
wrongdoing or violations 
of law, regulation, codes 
of standards or common 
understanding or decency; 
is the work of the reporter 
rather than others; treats 
a subject of importance to 
readers; and results from 
attempts by others to hide 
or keep something secret.”  

 —Investigative Reporters 
and Editors   

“Investigative reporting 
really is shoe leather report-
ing. You go out, ring door-
bells, talk to people. You 
don’t sit on your duff in the 
office. You go to people’s 
houses and have the door 
slammed in your face.”   

—Sydney Schanberg   

“Nothing we do elicits 
more response—and these 
days, more Web site 
hits—than a provocative 
investigative report.”  

— David Boardman, 
executive editor,  

The Seattle Times

  Among the  Times  
investigations:   “Coaches 
Who Prey,” 159 middle- 
and high-school coaches 
had been reprimanded for 
sexual misconduct with 
players and most had been 
allowed to continue to 
coach and teach.

  “Landslides and Log-
ging,” Weyerhauser’s 
logging practices were 
destroying the landscape 
and putting watersheds 
at risk.    
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 To provide the necessary context—and a 
pretext for readers to take a chance on hear-
ing more of what we had to say—we came up 
with words that paint a stark comparison to 
the reconstruction realities of an earlier war.  

 Their lead: 

  To date, America has spent twice as much 
in infl ated-adjusted dollars to rebuild Iraq as 
it did to rebuild Japan—an industrialized 
country three times Iraq’s size, two of whose 
cities had been incinerated by atomic bombs.  

  Mistreated Warriors   Anne Hull and Dana Priest used the narrative approach to 
their stories about harsh conditions for injured soldiers and marines at the Walter 
Reed Army Medical Center. This writing developed from the reporting techniques 
they used. They would “just hang out and watch people,” said Hull. “Typically, for 
a narrative, we go report and hang out to build scenes and describe something. 

 “One of the fi rst places we went was this hotel on the military post called the 
Mologne House. It looks like a nice Ramada Inn. It’s inconceivable what we see, 
soldiers with their missing limbs, they’re maimed, they’re burned, they’re drag-
ging IV poles, and they have catheters. All 220 rooms are occupied by wounded 
from Iraq and Afghanistan and, quite often, their wives and children are crammed 
into rooms with them. It’s a really surreal scene.” 

 The work of Hull and Priest was recognized with a Pulitzer Prize for public 
service journalism.  

  Speed Kills, Courts Shrug   This was the headline over the fi rst story in a series 
by a reporting team from  The News & Observer  in Raleigh, N.C. The series origi-
nated in a telephone call to the newsroom. “If you go to the courthouse and look 
around,” the caller said, “you’ll fi nd long lines in every county of people waiting 
to get their speeding tickets reduced or dismissed.” 

 Reporters Pat Smith, Mandy Locke and David Raynor acquired a state data-
base of 3.4 million traffi c court cases. They made a stunning discovery. Less than 
3 percent of the drivers cited for speeding were convicted, despite the fact that 
more people die from speed-related collisions than from drunk driving. The fi rst 
article in their four-part series, “Speed Unlimited” began this way: 

  Nancy Moseley has always had a heavy 
foot. Eventually, she killed with it. 

 Moseley, 44, had been caught driving 
too fast eight times since 2001. But every 
time, her lawyer cut a deal to preserve her 
right to drive. 

 It took killing Joe Williams, a 76-year-
old retiree, in a head-on collision to get 
her off the road. Last summer, Moseley 

slammed into Williams’ pickup at 60 mph, 
15 mph over the speed limit. 

 Speed-related accidents kill about 10 peo-
ple a week in North Carolina, according to the 
UNC Highway Safety Research Center. That’s 
far more than are killed in accidents involving 
alcohol. But while state legislators and court 
offi cials have gotten tough on drunken driv-
ers, they have eased up on speeders.  

    Investigators 
On the Web 

 Budget cutbacks have 
eroded newspaper inves-
tigative staffs. Web-based 
news organizations have 
stepped into the breach.  

ProPublica ( www
.propublica.org ) describes 
itself as “an independent, 
non-profit newsroom that 
produces investigative 
journalism in the public 
interest.”  

Its aim is to produce 
“journalism that shines a 
light on the exploitation of 
the weak by the strong and 
on the failure of those with 
power to vindicate the trust 
placed in them.”    
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 The series found that “almost 80 percent of speeding defendants—well over 
half a million a year—get off easy.” 

 Three days after the fi nal article in the series appeared, the state senate voted 
49-1 to approve a bill that closed several of the loopholes through which high-
speed drivers had escaped. The bill then became law.     

  Finding Sources 

  As you may already have gathered, there are two basic types of sources, physi-
cal and human. Physical sources range from databases of political campaign dona-
tions to the minutes of city council sessions. They include census data and crime 
statistics. We will be looking at sources in greater detail in Chapter 14, but we’ll 
pause a moment here to look at how a veteran reporter handles human sources. 

 Jeffrey A. Tannenbaum of Bloomberg News puts the names of the most help-
ful sources in his fi les. “Someday, they may come in handy,” he says. But what 
about fi nding sources for a subject entirely new to the reporter? 

 “First, look for institutional sources,” Tannenbaum says. “If you’re writing 
about pizzas, there’s a national association of pizza chefs.” For his story about the 
growing power of the states’ attorney generals, he asked the New York attorney 
general if there was an association of all 50 offi cers. He was given the telephone 
number of the organization. 

 In gathering information from news sources, he says, “One source leads to 
another. Perhaps only the seventh one in the chain has what you need.” 

 When do you know you have gathered all you need? “Only after the informa-
tion the sources have provided is getting redundant, and the sources are failing to 
supply new sources,” he says.   

  Layer III Reporting 

  Reporters face a public increasingly interested in knowing all the dimensions 
of the events that affect their lives. The result has been a journalism that has 
expanded beyond accounts of what happened. Reporters are encouraged to tell 
readers, viewers and listeners how and why it happened, to describe the causes 
and consequences of the event. 

 When the U.S. Senate passed a tax cut bill, Edmund L. Andrews of  The New 
York Times  wrote in his lead that the bill is “mostly for the nation’s wealthiest 
taxpayers.” He went on to point out that the Senate failed to act on tax breaks 
“including deductions for college tuition and a savings credit for low income 
people. . . .” 

 Layer III reporting tells people how things work, why they work that way, or 
why they don’t work.  

      Bad Swap   When  The Seattle Times  learned that the U.S. Forest Service had 
traded away a verdant area along the Green River for a logged-over, debris-fi lled 
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stubble, reporters dug into the program that permitted such disadvantageous 
exchanges. Then reporters went beyond their investigation to suggest ways to fi x 
the program. 

 The  Times  suggested seven reforms, from selling unwanted government land 
to the highest bidder to allowing the public to have a voice in determining what 
land should be exchanged or sold and in negotiating the sale or exchange.  

  Quick Passage   In the early days of the presidency of George W. Bush, Con-
gress enacted a law making it harder for people to erase their debts by fi ling for 
bankruptcy. Philip Shenon of  The New York Times  pointed out that President 
Clinton had vetoed a similar bill in his last weeks in offi ce but that the current 
version had quick and easy sailing. Shenon showed why: 

  The bill’s quick resurrection after Mr. 
Bush’s inauguration was seen as evidence 
of the generous campaign contributions 
made to each party by the credit industry. 
It also refl ected the growing power of lob-
byists in a government in which the White 
House and Congress are run by business-
friendly Republicans.  

         Easy Credit   The AP story from Chicago began: 

  William Rodriguez trudged home 
through rain and snow and wee-hour 
darkness. 

 He was only 23, in good health and 
known as a happy-go-lucky fellow. 

 Yet he would be dead before sunrise.  

 Rodriguez had purchased rat poison on his way home from work, and as he 
walked he ate the poison. Why? The AP assigned two reporters to fi nd out. Their 
digging turned up the answer—easy credit. Rodriguez owed $700 to merchants 
for furniture, clothing, a television set. He couldn’t meet the payments, and the 
creditors were threatening to tell his employer. 

 The story galvanized the city’s enforcement agencies. Rodriguez had been 
sold low-grade merchandise and had been given credit at usurious rates. The leg-
islature reacted by lowering interest rates. The law is known as the “Rodriguez 
Law.”  

  Voter-Conscious   When the New Jersey state legislature passed a bill banning 
state Medicaid payments for abortions, it ignored nine federal district court deci-
sions in eight states that ruled similar bills were unconstitutional. The reason for 
the legislators’ action was described in this Layer III sentence from  The New York 
Times:  “Approval of the measure refl ects the infl uence of the Catholic Church, 
which opposes abortion, in New Jersey: About 55 percent of the state’s registered 
voters are Catholic.” 

Shoe-Leather 
Columnists

 Experienced columnists 
work in Layer III. They leave 
the comfort of their offices 
and “go out and interview 
people and reflect their 
views in the column,” says 
 New York Times  columnist 
Clyde Haberman. “More 
often than not, I go out and 
eyeball an event, a person, 
a project.  

“Obviously, observing 
something directly provides 
useful color, a helpful quote 
or a sense of time and 
place. But I like to see an 
event or talk with people 
even if the results are not 
necessarily reflected in the 
writing.  

“Merely watching 
something somehow helps 
me organize my thoughts, 
helps me focus. Frankly, 
I don’t understand how 
columnists who never leave 
their offices do it. It’s so 
easy to get lost in yourself.  

“To me, the best 
columns are rooted in real 
reporting.”  

Thomas L. Friedman, 
another  Times  columnist, 
says he was taught early in 
his career “that whether 
you’re writing news, 
opinion or analysis, if it 
isn’t based on shoe-leather 
reporting it isn’t worth a 
bucket of beans.” 
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        Putting I, II and III to Work 

  Let us watch a reporter mine these three layers for his story. 
 City Planner Arthur calls the local stations and newspaper to read to reporters 

a statement about a new zoning proposal. The release contains facts 1, 2 and 3. At 
the newspaper, reporter Bernard looks over the handout, tells his city editor that 
1 and 2 are of no news value but that 3—elimination of two-acre zoning north of 
town—is important and worth exploring in an interview with Arthur. The editor 
agrees and assigns Bernard to the story. 

 Before leaving for the interview, Bernard checks the Internet for a story about 
a court decision he recalls that may be related to the proposed regulation. He tele-
phones another city offi cial and a real estate developer to obtain additional infor-
mation. With this background and Arthur’s statement, Bernard begins to develop 
ideas for questions. He jots down a few, 4, 5 and 6. 

 During the interview, City Planner Arthur repeats 1, 2 and 3. Reporter Ber-
nard asks for more information about 3, the elimination of the minimum two-acre 
requirement for home building. Bernard also brings up his own subjects by ask-
ing questions 4, 5 and 6. New themes develop during the interview: 7, 8 and 9. 

 Back in the newsroom, Bernard looks over his notes. He sees that his hunch 
about 3 was correct. It was important. Arthur’s answer to question 5 is newswor-
thy, he decides, and fact 7—the possibility of low- and medium-cost housing in 
the area—which developed during the interview, may be the lead. 

 Bernard needs comments on the impact of 7 from developers. A couple of calls 
and the possible consequences, 10, emerge. The developers confi rm their interest 
in building inexpensive housing. Looking over his notes, he spots background 
from the Internet, 11, that is now relevant and also will go into the story. 

 The story will contain facts 3, 5, 7, 10 and 11. Bernard decides he will fashion 7 
and 10 into a lead, and he worries about how to blend 11 into the story at a fairly early 
stage without impeding the fl ow of Arthur’s explanation. He has found that back-
ground is sometimes diffi cult to work smoothly into the story. He writes this lead: 

  A proposed change to eliminate the two-acre zoning require-
ment for home building north of town could open the area to 
people who can afford only low- and medium-cost housing.  

 Bernard’s story will consist of the following:

       Facts       Layer     

    3      I   

   5, 7, 11     II   

   10      III       

 Bernard has used almost all the techniques reporters have at their command to gather 
facts for stories. He was given information by a source. Then he used the Internet—a 
physical source—for background. He then interviewed his original source—a human 
source—and made independent checks by calling up additional sources.    
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   Summing Up 

 Here is some down-to-earth advice about reporting from working reporters:

    •  Stay ready for any breaking news story by keeping up-to-date on develop-
ments in the community.  

   •  There is a story behind almost any event. Remember, it was a third-rate 
break-in in a Washington building that began the Watergate revelations and 
ended in the resignation of a president.  

   •  Always check all names in the telephone book, the city directory and the 
library to make absolutely sure they are spelled correctly.  

   •  Follow the buck. Find out where money comes from, where it is going, 
how it gets there and who’s handling it. Whether it is taxes, campaign con-
tributions or donations, keep your eye on the dollar.  

   •  Question all assumptions. The people who believed the emperor was clothed 
are legion and forgotten. We remember the child who pointed out his nudity.  

   • Question authority. Titles and degrees do not confer infallibility.     

  Further Reading 

 Boorstin, Daniel J.  The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America.  
New York: Atheneum, 1961. 

 Crouse, Timothy.  The Boys on the Bus.  New York: Random House, 1973. 
 McGinniss, Joe.  The Selling of the President 1968.  New York: Pocket 

Books, 1973.   
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 12  Making Sound 
Observations 

   Preview 
 To gather the reliable and relevant information essen-

tial to a story, the reporter should: 

 Know what readers and listeners are interested in, 
what affects them and what they need to know. 

  • Find a theme for the story early in the reporting. 
  • Look for the different, the unusual, the unique aspect 

of the event that illustrates it and that sets it apart 
from other events like it.      

•

 The Congo was torn by civil war and the United Nations sent Secretary-
General Dag Hammarskjold to the African republic to try to arrange a 
cease-fi re. 

 At dusk, reporters at the Ndola airport in Northern Rhodesia awaiting 
Hammarskjold’s arrival saw a plane land and a fair-haired man emerge. 
The reporters, who had been held behind police lines a hundred yards 
away, ran to fi le bulletins on the secretary-general’s arrival. Anticipating 
Hammarskjold’s next move, the press associations soon had stories describing 
Hammarskjold’s discussing peace terms. Many of these stories ran in early 
editions of the next day’s newspapers. 

 But the man the reporters saw disembark was not Hammarskjold. He was 
a British foreign affairs offi cial on a fact-gathering tour. At the time the 
reporters were fi ling their stories, Hammarskjold was aboard another plane 
that crashed in a forest 10 miles north of Ndola, killing the secretary-general 
and the others on board. 

Capture the dreamy look, the weary posture.

Alejandro Videla

Don’t write writing. 
Write reporting.
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 The UPI reporter told his boss later, “I saw a man I thought looked like 
Hammarskjold. Other reporters claimed they were sure it was. After compar-
ing notes, we all agreed to fi le stories.” 

 The incident reveals some of the problems reporters face in covering spot 
news stories. To make sound observations, the reporter has to see and hear 
the event clearly, but this is not always possible. In this case, rather than 
wait to be certain of their man’s identity, the reporters did what reporters 
do when their observations are uncertain and they are under pressure—they 
made an inference. 

 Because the man had light hair and his build approximated that of the 
secretary-general, the reporters jumped to the conclusion that he was 
Hammarskjold. They had violated the reporter’s maxim, “Beware of infer-
ences. Do not jump from the known to the unknown.” 

 To guard against individual error, they checked with each other and 
formed a consensus. The diffi culty in covering events often causes journalists 
to consult each other for reassurance, which leads to what is known as  herd  
or  pack journalism.  Reporters tend to chat about the lead, the credibility 
of the source, the reliability of the documentation they have been offered. 
They seek agreement in resolving the uncertainties.           

 Accurate observations are the basis of news stories and features. Learn-
ing how to report accurately—more diffi cult than it seems—begins with 
an understanding of the methods that are used in the search for relevant 
information for the task of truth telling.  

   The Art of Observation  

 In his short story “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Edgar Allan Poe has his 
character C. Auguste Dupin expound on the art of observation as Dupin goes 
about solving the grisly murders of Madame L’Espanaye and her daughter, which 
have stumped the Parisian police. He dismisses the way the police work: 

  There is no method in their proceedings, beyond the method of the moment. . . . 
The results obtained by them are not unfrequently surprising, but, for the most 
part are brought about by simple diligence and activity. When these qualities are 
unavailing, their schemes fail.  

 Although hard work is essential to good reporting, activity is not enough. A 
method is essential. Dupin says that the detective makes “a host of observations 
and inferences. So, perhaps, do his companions; and the difference in the extent 
of the information obtained lies not so much in the validity of the inference as in 
the quality of the observation. The necessary knowledge is of  what  to observe.” 

 In other words, the vacuum-cleaner collector of information wastes time. 
Dupin says the proper method is to follow “deviations from the plane of the ordi-
nary.” This is how “reason feels its way, if at all, in its search for the truth. In 
investigations such as we are now pursuing, it should not be so much asked ‘what 
has occurred,’ as ‘what has occurred that has never occurred before.’ ” This is an 
excellent defi nition of news.  

Eye of the Beholder
 “Some news happens; 

the rest is discerned.”  
— Thomas Griffith, former 

editor,  Time 

Eye of the Beholder
 “Some news happens; 

the rest is discerned.”  
— Thomas Griffith, former 

editor,  Time 

     Mistakes  
 “Accurate observa-

tion of complex situations 
is extremely difficult, and 
observers usually make 
many errors of which they 
are not conscious.”  

— W.I.B. Beveridge     

     Mistakes  
 “Accurate observa-

tion of complex situations 
is extremely difficult, and 
observers usually make 
many errors of which they 
are not conscious.”  

— W.I.B. Beveridge     
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   France’s Fiction  �  New York’s Fact 
 Dupin may be Poe’s invention, but his method of observation is as useful in 

New York City as in Paris. Robert T. Gallagher, a private detective who spent 18 
years on the New York City police force, disarmed more than 1,200 gun-toting 
thugs before they could draw their weapons. He had, everyone on the force agreed, 
an uncanny ability to spot people carrying guns on the street. How did he do it? 

 “If you’re not looking for the clues you don’t notice them,” Gallagher said. “But 
if you’re looking for them, they’re so obvious they begin to jump out at you.” 

 The easy one, “the classic bulge,” Gallagher dismisses. He knew that most 
street criminals stick their guns in their waistbands. As a consequence, when they 
walk the leg on the gun side takes a shorter stride and the arm a shorter swing. 

 Another clue: the “security feel.” Those carrying guns unconsciously reach to 
touch the weapon. They also adjust it after getting out of a car, going up or down 
stairs and stepping off a curb. 

 He notices the way jackets hang in the front. Buttoned, one side clings more 
tightly to a thigh than the other. 

 Like Dupin, Gallagher looks for the different, the unusual, what Dupin calls 
the “deviations from the plane of the ordinary.” Dupin talks of seeing the “matter 
as a whole,” and Gallagher’s procedure is to examine the clothing, the gait, the 
mannerisms of his suspect. Out of this picture may emerge the clue for Gallagher, 
the deviation for Dupin and the lead for the journalist. 

  The Reporter’s Task   For the reporter, every assignment is a mystery to be 
unraveled. With a method of observation, the reporter can fi nd the solution, the 
signifi cant information that becomes the core of the story. What makes this bas-
ketball game decided in the last 30 seconds different from the dozens of others 
that are also won with a last-second basket? How does this school board meeting 
differ from the last one, and the one before that? What is the outstanding evidence 
in the prosecution’s case, who among the many is the defense’s key witness, the 
judge’s most signifi cant quote in his sentencing comments? 

 By knowing how to make the important, the pertinent, the relevant observation 
the reporter provides the public with insight.   

  “Make Me See” 
 When reporters see clearly and see as a whole, they are on their way to com-

municating not only truthfully, but graphically. Gene Roberts, former managing 
editor of  The New York Times,  learned this on his fi rst job as the farm columnist 
for the 9,000-circulation  Goldsboro News-Argus  in Wayne County, N.C. Roberts’ 
editor was Henry Belk, who was blind. 

 Roberts recalls that when he showed up for work in the morning, Belk would 
call him over and inform the young reporter that his writing was insuffi ciently 
descriptive. 

 “Make me see,” he would order. 
 Roberts says, “It took me years to appreciate it, but there is no better admoni-

tion to the writer than ‘Make me see.’ There is no truer blueprint for successful 
writing than making your readers see. It is the essence of great writing.” 

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch12_245-267.indd   247men11994_ch12_245-267.indd   247 12/18/09   4:32:58 PM12/18/09   4:32:58 PM



248 Part Four Reporting Principles

  Murderer   In his series that followed the trial of the killer of a woman and her 
two daughters aboard a boat in Tampa Bay, Thomas French of the  St. Petersburg 
Times  lets us see the accused through the eyes of jurors: 

  The jurors could not stomach Oba 
Chandler. 

 Some of them, sick of the smile he had 
worn through so much of the trial, wanted 
to slap him. Others were terrifi ed of him. 

 Especially the women. 
 Linda Jones, an offi ce administrator 

seated in the back row of the jury box, 
could hardly make eye contact with Chan-

dler. If he looked her way, she averted 
her gaze. Evelyn Calloway, a school bus 
driver who sat in the front row, next to the 
witness stand, had looked into Chandler’s 
eyes as he testifi ed and had seen such 
coldness in him, she did not think he was 
human. Calloway began to worry that he 
might actually lunge for her from the wit-
ness box. 

  On Trial for Murder  

 “At times, he came across as harmless, anonymous, 
utterly forgettable; your eyes would sweep over him and 
barely register his presence. A minute later, he would 
shift in his chair or turn his head a certain way, and all 
at once he seemed intimidating, even menacing. It was 

there in his size and obvious physical strength, in the 
enormous forearms that rested on the table before him, 
in the way he stepped so jauntily in and out of the court-
room under the bailiff’s escort. For someone so big, he 
was surprisingly light on his feet.” 

 Thomas French,  St. Petersburg Times  
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 French’s exhaustive reporting and vivid writing—the seven-part series that 
began with the search for the killer was three years in the making—earned him a 
Pulitzer Prize.     

  Relevant Observations  

 The reporter on assignment is confronted by a fl ood of facts. A meeting can 
last two hours, cover seven different topics and include four decisions. A speaker 
may deliver an address containing 4,500 words. To handle these stories, the re-
porter may have at most a column for each story, about 750 words, or 90 seconds 
on a newscast, much less for an online report. 

 There are three guides to the selection of relevant facts:

    Know the community:  Develop a feeling and understanding of what people 
need and want to know.  

   Find the theme:  Carefully identify the theme of the story as soon in the report-
ing as possible. This way facts that support, buttress and amplify the theme 
can be gathered, the rest ignored as irrelevant.  

   Look for the different:  Seek out the unique, the dramatic, the unusual, the 
break from the normal and routine.     

   Know the Community 
 The way to know the people in a community is to talk to them, to watch them at 

work and play, to study their past and to listen to their aspirations for themselves 
and their families. Talk to people in the Home Depot, chat with the service station 
attendant at Exxon, ask the fi rst-grade teacher what her most pressing problems 
are. Go to a Little League game, read the clips about past news events, talk to the 
70-year-old barber and the new lawyer in town and to the men and women who 
clean offi ces in the early-morning hours. 

  A Texas Tale   Reporters who move from one area to another often have trouble 
adjusting to their new readers and listeners. The story is told about the veteran 
reporter for a Chicago newspaper who decided to forsake the big city for a more 
relaxed life in Texas. He accepted a job as the city editor of a west Texas daily 
newspaper. One day a fi re broke out in town and the reporter’s blood stirred in the 
city editor. He decided to cover the story himself.     

 On his return, he batted out a story, Chicago style—dramatic and well-written. 
The managing editor was pleased with his city editor’s handiwork except for one 
hole in the story. 

1.

2.

3.

 Rose Welton, a grandmother at the other 
end of the front row, was also struck by the 
chill in Chandler’s stare. When he looked 
into her eyes, Welton thought she could 
feel his spirit, crawling inside her body. 

 A single word went through her, over 
and over: 

  Devil, devil, devil.   
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 “How much water did they use to put out the fi re?” he asked. In parched west 
Texas, that fact was as important to readers as the number of fi re units answering 
the call would have been to Chicago readers.   

  Find the Theme 
 Our second guideline is based on the form of the news story, which places 

certain demands on the reporter that he or she must satisfy in fact gathering. We 
know that the story consists of the statement of a central theme or idea (the lead) 
and the elaboration of that theme or idea (the body). The reporter must fi nd the 
theme quickly so he or she can ask the relevant questions and make the appropri-
ate observations to fl esh out the story. 

 Sometimes the theme emerges even before the reporter sees the event or inter-
views the subject. A reporter sent to cover a fi re that is gutting a six-story apart-
ment building knows he will be writing about the injured and possibly the dead 
before he sees the fl ames and the jets of water fi refi ghters are spraying on the 
structure. 

 Who are they? Where were they trapped? Did any fall to their deaths? How 
many are dead; how many injured? These are the questions the reporter has in 
mind on the way to the scene. You could call these the reporter’s hypotheses or 

Be Precise

 Don’t write that the university card 
catalog was sent to oblivion a “few years 
ago.” Journalism is the art of the specifi c. 

Write that the computerized catalog 
replaced the card catalog “in 2004.” 

 R.L. Chambers 
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theories. As Charles Darwin, perhaps the greatest scientist of all, put it, “No one 
could be a good observer unless he is an active theorizer.” 

 The sociologist Irving Kristol observed, “A person doesn’t know what he has 
seen unless the person knows what he is looking for.” In his book,  The Art of Sci-
entifi c Investigation,  the British scientist W.I.B. Beveridge writes that developing 
ideas or hypotheses helps a person “see the signifi cance of an object or event that 
otherwise would mean nothing.” 

 Let’s watch two reporters at work. 

  On the Street   When the Salvation Army dispatched 4,000 of its soldiers to 
New York City to do battle against “sin and evil,” a reporter for  The New York 
Times  accompanied some of the troops through the streets. Impressed by the 
work of the Army men and women, the reporter decided early in her reporting to 
emphasize their dedication and singled out this incident in her account to illus-
trate her theme: 

  “The Army believes in total abstinence,” 
a young soldier was saying to a disheveled-
looking man, whose breath reeked of alcohol. 
“You are the temple of the Lord and if you 
destroy yourself, you’re destroying Him.” 

 “Am I?” the older man asked, as they 

stood in front of the entranceway of the 
Commodore. “No, I’m not.” 

 “Sure you are,” the soldier replied, rest-
ing his hand on the man’s shoulder. The 
man reached out his hand, too, and began to 
cry. So did the Salvation Army soldier.   

  At a Party   In another part of town, the veteran  New Yorker  reporter Lillian 
Ross is at a party for a Broadway opening. She notices many cast members of 
“The Sopranos” and a bunch of pre-teen-agers and their parents. Ross decides 
to stay close to “eleven-year-old Bianca Bethuna, a pretty girl with long dark 
hair” and Bianca’s mother. Ross describes Bianca as wearing “a stiff, full-
skirted, long white organdie dress, white stockings, white patent-leather slip-
pers, a diamond necklace, a gold bracelet, a gold Mickey Mouse wristwatch, 
and a sparkling silver tiara, which she won in a ‘Sunhurst Beauty Pageant’ a 
few years ago.” 

 Clearly, Bianca is being groomed for something, and this gives Ross her 
theme, and this theme guides Ross’ observations and her questions. Ross learns 
that Bianca is driven from her home in New Jersey every day after school for 
dance lessons, and on weekends as well, “has a piano lesson once a week. She 
gets weekly private lessons with a voice teacher and an acting coach.” Her mother 
tells Ross, “All this started when I took Bianca at eighteen months to Mommy 
and Me classes. As they say, you do what you got to do.” 

 It is almost midnight and Bianca is being photographed with the play’s lead-
ing actress. Ross writes, “Someone asked Bianca’s mother if she was ready 
to take the limo and go home with Bianca. ‘No way,’ Bianca’s mother said. 
‘We’ve got to work the room.’ ” This is the concluding line in Ross’ piece. It 
is not diffi cult to see what Ross has been getting at, what her theme is. Ross 
hasn’t  told  us; she has  shown  us through her observations and the quotations 
she uses.  

     Endorsement  
 “Lillian Ross is the 

mistress of selectively 
listening and viewing, of 
capturing the one moment 
that entirely illuminates 
the scene, of fastening on 
the one quote that tells all. 
She is a brilliant interpreter 
of what she hears and 
observes.”  

— Irving Wallace, novelist 
and screenwriter     

     Endorsement  
 “Lillian Ross is the 

mistress of selectively 
listening and viewing, of 
capturing the one moment 
that entirely illuminates 
the scene, of fastening on 
the one quote that tells all. 
She is a brilliant interpreter 
of what she hears and 
observes.”  

— Irving Wallace, novelist 
and screenwriter     
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252 Part Four Reporting Principles

  Caution   If the reporter discovers facts that contradict the theme, it is discarded 
and a new tentative theme is adopted. In this way, the reporter is like the scientist 
whose conclusion can be no stronger than his or her evidence.  

  Devising Themes   Experienced reporters almost always have a theme or tenta-
tive idea as soon as they receive an assignment. If the assignment is about the res-
cue of a drowning man, the lead could be the courage or ingenuity of the rescuer. 
Six youths die in an automobile accident; the reporter cannot help but immedi-
ately think of alcohol and drugs or speeding.     

 As soon as the Bethesda Naval Center announced that Supreme Court Justice 
Thurgood Marshall had died, reporters knew the theme of their story and the 
direction it would take. The fact that a Supreme Court Justice had died was not 
the theme but that the fi rst black to join the Court and a leading fi gure in the civil 
rights movement had died. And that is just how the AP story began: 

    

WASHINGTON—Retired Justice Thur-
good Marshall, the fi rst black to sit on the 
U.S. Supreme Court and a towering fi gure 
in the civil rights movement, died Sunday 
of heart failure. He was 84.

 Reporters knew what to write because of their knowledge of Marshall and his 
career. 

 The theme or idea originates in the reporter’s experience, knowledge of the 
subject, understanding of the essentials or necessities for this kind of story and in 
a vague area we can only describe as the reporter’s feel for the subject.   

     Science in the 
Newsroom  

 O.K. Bovard, the great 
editor of Pulitzer’s  St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch,  was said to 
take a scientific approach to 
news. He would advance a 
theory or hypothesis on the 
basis of a bit of information 
and then prove or disprove 
it through reporting. He 
said he and his staff used 
the approach “all day long 
in this room. The imagina-
tive reporter does it when 
he refuses to accept the 
perfunctory police view 
of the mystery and sets 
himself to reason out all 
the possible explanations of 
the case and then adopts a 
theory for investigating the 
most likely one.”    

     Science in the 
Newsroom  

 O.K. Bovard, the great 
editor of Pulitzer’s  St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch,  was said to 
take a scientific approach to 
news. He would advance a 
theory or hypothesis on the 
basis of a bit of information 
and then prove or disprove 
it through reporting. He 
said he and his staff used 
the approach “all day long 
in this room. The imagina-
tive reporter does it when 
he refuses to accept the 
perfunctory police view 
of the mystery and sets 
himself to reason out all 
the possible explanations of 
the case and then adopts a 
theory for investigating the 
most likely one.”    

Mourner  
 For the reporter who 

seeks out the unusual, the 
sting of defeat may make as 
good a theme as the joy of 
victory.  

The unusual is not 
always at center court. It 
may be on the sidelines 
where the losers bury their 
heads in grief. It could be 
buried in the small print in 
a document, the last sen-
tence in a press release that 
begins with optimism and 
self-congratulation but ends 
with the admission of an 
unprofi table business year.  

Looking deeply, listening 
intently, the reporter discov-
ers truths that fascinate and 
inform readers and viewers. 

 Greg Lovett 
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  Look for the Different 
 Learning to distinguish the unique from the routine is diffi cult enough, let alone 

for the sports reporter covering her 33rd basketball game, the education reporter 
covering his fi fth school board meeting. Events seem to settle into a familiar pat-
tern. Spotting differences is diffi cult. We grow up seeing likenesses, similarities. 
How many can distinguish the Jonathan from the Delicious, the Jersey from the 
Guernsey? To most of us, all apples are alike, and cows are just cows. 

 But journalists see differently. They learn early on to look at the world through 
the eyes of the innocent child while applying the discerning eye of the wise elder 
who can distinguish between the signifi cant and the unimportant, the dramatic 
and the routine. 

 Red Smith, a sportswriter who covered so many baseball games he lost count, 
explained the basis of the journalist’s artistry: “Every ball game is different from 
every other ball game—if the reporter has the knowledge and wit to discern the 
difference.” 

 When Gustave Flaubert, the French novelist, was teaching Guy de Maupassant to 
write, he told the young man to pick out one of the cab drivers in front of a railway 
station in Paris and to describe him in a way that would differentiate him from all 
the other drivers. To do so, Maupassant had to fi nd the signifi cant details that would 
single out that one man. The moustache? No, four others have one. That slouch? 
No, they all seem to be collapsing. Ah, one has a red beret. The others are wearing 
black hats. Also, he is the only one without a cigarette dangling from his mouth. 

 Little differences make for big stories.    

  Individuality  

 Every reporter puts his or her individual stamp on the story. Some of that indi-
viduality comes from writing style. Much is based on the particular observations 
the reporter makes. What is a relevant detail to one reporter may be irrelevant to 
another. 

 When Homer Bigart, the winner of two Pulitzer Prizes and one of the country’s 
great reporters, was sent to cover the military trial of Lt. William Calley, who had 
been accused of murdering civilians in the My Lai massacre during the Vietnam 
War, Bigart observed how Calley was brought into court. He linked this observation 
to his observations at another army offi cer’s trial he had covered, and he wrote: 

  Although he had just been found guilty of twenty-two 
murders, Calley was treated far more gently than was 
Army doctor Captain Howard B. Levy four years ago after 
receiving a sentence for refusing to give medical training to 
Green Berets on the grounds that the training would be used 
unlawfully in Vietnam. 

 Unlike Levy, Calley was not handcuffed and left the court 
unfettered. An offi cer explained: “His conduct has been 
exemplary throughout and he’ll continue to be treated as an 
offi cer.”  

 Turning Point? 
 Did the steal open up 

a big inning? Or did the 
second baseman’s grab of 
a poor throw keep the run-
ner at second and prevent a 
rally? This play could be the 
lead for the game story. 

Bob Thayer, 
 The Providence Journal 
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 Bigart’s editors at  The New York Times  apparently considered his references to 
the Levy trial to be irrelevant, for the section read simply: 

  Lieutenant Calley was not handcuffed when driven to the stockade.  

 Whose judgment was better, Bigart’s or his editors’? Bigart’s reference to the 
Levy trial provides the reader with some idea of the intense feeling of the military 
against the peace movement—of which Levy was a symbol—and its consider-
ation for the accused murderer of civilians, a career army man.   

  Looking, Listening  

 A journalist may be sharp of sight, acute of hearing and blessed with wide 
experience and the best of news sense. But unless that journalist is in a position 
to see and hear what is happening, all these qualities are meaningless. Good ob-
servation begins with good vantage points. This usually means being close to the 
action.      

  Close to Clinton   David Remnick of  The New Yorker  accompanied former 
President Bill Clinton on an extended trip to Africa, Europe and to the Parkside 
Middle School in Manchester, N.H., where several hundred children were sitting 
on the fl oor of the gym for the “obesity event.” 

 Clinton “stripped off his jacket and sat on a high stool,” Remnick writes, and 
then listens as Clinton starts to talk. 

  “When I was a little boy,” he said to the kids, “I was bigger than almost all of 
you. Now there are more kids like I was.” He told them about learning to exercise 
more and suggested they watch a show on Nickelodeon called “Let’s Just Go Play 
Healthy Challenge.” 

 When the question period began, a chubby kid, no more than seven, nervously held 
the microphone and asked Clinton, “What if you don’t have the channel?” 

 His quavering voice betrayed such a sense of terror and deprivation that a lot of the 
kids laughed.  What? No Nickelodeon? It’s basic cable!  

 Clinton had clearly heard the laughter and seen the terror in the kid’s eyes and he 
sensed the embarrassment that would likely haunt his nights, and so he said, “A  lot  of 
people don’t have the channel. So that’s a good question. A  great  question.” 

 The jaws of life! The boy smiled. His whole body seemed to relax. The laugh-
ter stopped. It was a  great  question! And while Clinton went on to talk about other 
ways kids could learn about eating more sensibly, it was easy to believe that this 
kid—still a little shaken, but relieved of his shame—would vote for a Clinton one 
day if he could.   

  A Tense Exchange   At a news conference, Gov. Kirk Fordice of Mississippi 
told reporters, “The United States of America is a Christian nation. . . . The less 
we emphasize the Christian religion the further we fall into the abyss of poor 
character and chaos in the United States of America.” 

 Gov. Carroll A. Campbell Jr. of South Carolina differed, he wanted report-
ers to know. “The value base of this country comes from the Judeo-Christian 

     Check It Out  
 “There is never a 

moment when your critical 
thinking should be sus-
pended, never a moment 
when it’s enough to say, as 
a justification for print-
ing something, that this 
is what the cops told me 
or the school officials told 
me, or the ‘sources’ at City 
Hall told me. There is no 
moratorium for checking it 
out yourself.”  

— William F. Woo     
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thinking should be sus-
pended, never a moment 
when it’s enough to say, as 
a justification for print-
ing something, that this 
is what the cops told me 
or the school officials told 
me, or the ‘sources’ at City 
Hall told me. There is no 
moratorium for checking it 
out yourself.”  

— William F. Woo     

  Different Reason   
 Thousands cross the Rio 

Grande in search of work, 
but this pregnant woman 
wants her child born in the 
United States.  

 Carlos Antonio Rios, 
 Houston Chronicle  
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heritage that we have and that is something we need to realize.” Richard L. Berke, 
who covered the conference for  The New York Times,  watched Campbell as he 
returned to his seat on the dais next to Fordice. 

 “I just wanted to add the ‘Judeo’ part,” Campbell told Fordice. Berke then writes, 
“Mr. Fordice responded tartly, ‘If I wanted to do that I would have done it.’ ” 

 The exchange, brief as it was, provided a shaft of light for the reader, an insight 
into the positions and the feelings of factions of the Republican Party. 

 Berke had positioned himself so that he could overhear the conversation of the 
governors.   

  Checking It 
 So, not only get up close, but when what you think you’ve heard sounds 

strange, check it out. Look into that seemingly wild statement, rumor or situa-
tion. Don’t write it off. The reward could be a footnote in journalism history, or 
a Pulitzer Prize. 

  Down the Drain   No one could believe the rumors: The Internal Revenue Ser-
vice was botching a huge number of returns. Some weren’t being examined, some 
were tossed away. Arthur Howe of  The Philadelphia Inquirer  decided to check 
the rumors and he learned that the IRS had mishandled one of three returns for 
the previous year. In Atlanta, a worker fl ushed returns down a toilet. In Memphis, 
complicated returns were destroyed. 

 The IRS denied it all. But Howe persisted, and he corroborated everything. He 
was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting.  

  Unbelievable   Deborah E. Lipstadt maintains in her book  The American Press 
and the Covering of the Holocaust  that many newspapers refused to publish 
reports of the Nazi Final Solution because the reports of death squads and gas 
chambers were “beyond belief.” If the newspapers and radio stations had been 
less skeptical of the reports of refugees, she writes, they might have had an accu-
rate description of Hitler’s rise to power and his policies. 

 Although the reporter is guided by reason and logic, he or she must be open to 
the most implausible facts and observations. Time after time, reporters fi nd aber-
rant facts and extraordinary observations and put them aside as too unusual for 
further examination. No report should be dismissed—no matter how outlandish it 
seems—without at least a quick check. 

 Notice the word  check.  The journalist’s term for this is verifi cation. By veri-
fi cation, journalists mean direct observation and when that is not possible they 
mean statistical data, documents, reports, some kind of physical evidence. An 
anecdote or an isolated incident is not verifi cation but can serve to buttress the 
observation and the evidence, give it a human dimension. 

 When physical evidence is impossible to obtain and direct observation is 
blocked, then human sources are acceptable if there is confi rmation from several 
such sources.     
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  Limitations of the Story  

 Although we may agree that the reporter’s task is to continue the search for 
relevant facts until the theme is adequately supported, we also must admit that the 
search can never be completed, that there are facts beyond the reporter’s reach. 
Just as a map can never be the complete guide to a territory, so a news story is 
rarely the defi nitive statement of reality. 

  Listening in   
  Rodger Mallison of the  

 Fort Worth Star-Telegram  
took photos and conducted 
interviews for a series on 
local crime. Here’s what he 
wrote about the arrest of 
the young driver he photo-
graphed taking a sobriety 
test:  

“In two hours I’ll be out,” 
the man says.  

“I don’t think so, dude. 
I’m not taking you to the 
drunk tank. I’m taking you 
to jail for DWI,” Johnson 
says.  

“You can’t do that. I’m a 
very intelligent man.”  

“I can see that. It takes 
a lot of intelligence to 
get behind the wheel 
drunk. You could’ve killed 
somebody.”  

“That’s right, and I’ll 
kill you,” the man says. 
“Stupid———. You’ll get 
killed; we’ve already got 
your name. Come to Stop 
Six. You’ll be six feet 
under. Your———is going. 
I hate a black man that 
takes another black man 
down. . . . I’ll kill you. I will 
slit your whole throat.”  

It is a long nine-minute 
ride to the jail.  

“I had to bite my tongue 
a few times,” Johnson 
says at the jail. “You defi -
nitely have to have a thick 
skin. You can’t take it 
personally.”  
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 Here are some of the obstacles reporters face:

    The deadline.  

   The source the reporter cannot locate.  

   The missing record, document or newspaper clipping.  

   The incident the reporter cannot see or hear properly.  

   The facts the source will not divulge.  

   The material the copy editor cuts out of the story.  

   The book or magazine the reporter fails to read. Yesterday’s newspaper left 
unread beyond page 1.  

   The phone call not returned.  

   The question not asked.    

 For those who like ideas expressed in formulas, we can represent the concept 
of the limitations of the story with the Reporter’s Equation:

   Truth Story X� �  

 Actually, the capital letter  X  represents a series of small  x ’s—those that we 
have listed as the obstacles reporters face.  

   The Tyranny of Time 
 The clock is the journalist’s major obstacle. Unlike the historian or the sociolo-

gist, who face few daily or weekly demands for their work, the journalist submits 
to the requirements of nagging deadlines while still seeking to present a complete 
and accurate account. 

 Complex events require time to unravel. The reporter may fi nd that the news-
paper, online platform or station cannot provide time in an increasingly com-
petitive media environment. Discouraged, the reporter sometimes settles for the 
recital of what sources declare (Layer I journalism), which is truth of a sort.  

  Style as a Barrier 
 The journalistic style also may obstruct truth. The journalist is instructed to 

tell a story in simple, dramatic, personalized prose. Some important events are 
complicated. The reporter who seeks to make these events—usually ideas, trends, 
concepts—come alive may distort them by using exciting details that are color-
ful but not representative. For years, the newsmagazines emphasized this kind 
of detail. Their correspondents named the wines the diplomat drank, counted the 
cigarettes he smoked during a tense hearing. The signifi cance of the event often 
was lost in the human-interest trivia.    

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  The Reporter as Intruder  

 The act of reporting can itself be an impediment to accurate observations. Walter 
Lippmann characterized the journalist as a “fl y on the wall,” a detached observer 
whose presence does not affect the event being observed. But if reporting requires 
close-at-hand observation, scrupulous note taking, photographs, video or tape, how 
unobtrusive can the reporter be? The fl y descends and buzzes around the event. 

 We know what happens when a television crew arrives at an event. Drones 
become animated. Reserved people begin to gesticulate. Reality is altered. 

 At a political rally in Central America, a reporter noted the calm, almost serene 
atmosphere. Even when a speaker released a dove from the center of the plaza, the 
crowd was hushed. Then the television and still photographers arrived, and the event 
suddenly took another shape. Fists were shaken. A Cuban fl ag was unfurled for the 
photographers, and revolutionary slogans were shouted into the recording equip-
ment. When the photographers departed, the rally returned to its placid state. In the 
next day’s newspaper, accompanying the reporter’s story of a quiet protest against 
United States foreign policy, was a photo of what seemed to be a fi st-shaking mob. 

 Even the reporter’s pencil and paper can distort the event. Every reporter expe-
riences the trying moment when, after chatting with a source to put him or her at 
ease, it is time to reach for a pencil and notepad. In an instant, the mood changes. 
The simple tools of the reporter’s trade have spooked the source.   

  Unobtrusive Observation  

 This type of reaction can be avoided by nonreactive or unobtrusive observa-
tion, methods that have the merit of allowing the reporter to be a fl y on the wall. 
Let us follow a reporter as he uses this reporting technique. 

 Among the dozens of reporters gathered in central California to attend a 
Republican state conference was a reporter who was unknown to the delegates. 
He was able to mix freely, smiling and shaking hands with delegates. He knew he 
was being mistaken for a young delegate, and when one of the central commit-
tee secretaries told him there was an important meeting, he went along with her. 
They walked into the meeting together, and he sat near her, apparently doodling 
absentmindedly on a pad in front of him. 

 All day long he moved in and out of caucuses, meetings and powwows. He 
heard Orange County delegates denounce the president, as a liberal, a spendthrift, 
an enemy of conservative principles. 

 The week before when another political group held a convention, the reporter 
had plumped down in a soft chair in the lobby of the hotel and listened. He had 
heard delegates talk about the threat of leftists, the radicalism of the labor move-
ment and the dangers of sex education in the public schools.  

   Ethics Debated 
 Some journalists condemn this kind of reporting when the reporter is not iden-

tifi ed as such. They point out that journalists have exposed intrusions into privacy 
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by credit investigators and some governmental agencies. Journalists cannot, they 
say, set themselves apart from the rules they would apply to others. 

 A reporting technique that avoids the dilemma about concealing the reporter’s 
identity is described by Helen Benedict of Columbia as “watch-and-wait” jour-
nalism. Sources know a reporter is present, but the reporter eases into the back-
ground, rarely asking a question. Lillian Ross, whose piece about an aggressive 
mother and her 11-year-old daughter we examined a few pages back, practices 
this kind of journalism. 

 Ross may be the most accomplished practitioner of unobtrusive observation 
at work today. A good example of her work is her portrait of Ernest Hemingway 
on his brief stay in New York. The piece caused a ruckus because many thought 
Ross went out of her way to reveal an egomaniacal Hemingway. Others read it as 
a sympathetic portrayal of a happy-go-lucky fellow loose on the town. 

 Upset by those who saw her work as critical of Hemingway, Ross felt it neces-
sary to respond. Her explanation goes to the heart of this type of reporting. 

 “When I wrote the Profi le, I attempted to set down only what I had seen and 
heard, and not to comment on the facts or express any opinions or pass any judg-
ments,” she said. But she then adds: 

  However, I believe that today—with the advantage gained by distance—almost 
any reader would see that although I did not reveal my viewpoint directly, implicit 
in my choice and arrangement of detail and in the total atmosphere created, was 
my feeling of affection and admiration. I liked Hemingway exactly as he was dur-
ing those two days in New York.  

 Ross is frank about her “choice and arrangement of detail” to show her “affec-
tion and admiration” for her subject. This adds an interesting ingredient to a dis-
cussion of the “fl y-on-the-wall” reporting technique. Can any reporter, whose 
task inevitably involves a sensibility that guides the selection of material, be 
objective? 

 Given the improbability of absolute objectivity, we try for fair and balanced 
reporting and try to keep our personal feelings from seeping into copy. Ross may 
well have liked Hemingway, but her precise rendering of the man’s words and 
actions led many readers to fi nd Hemingway a boor.    

  Participant Observation  

 Another research method—participant observation—links social science and 
journalism strategies. An Oregon reporter who managed to fold his six-foot frame 
into a third-grader’s seat at school was a participant observer. The reporter who 
worked as a telephone operator and then wrote a series of articles based on her 
experiences was doing participant observation. 

 In this kind of reporting, the reporter discards his or her role as the uninvolved, 
detached observer and joins the activity of the person or group he or she is cover-
ing. The reporter who became a third-grader for a story participated in the chil-
dren’s schoolwork, ate lunch with them and played ball at recess. The school 
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children took him for a friend, a bit older and awkward about some things, but a 
companion nevertheless. They talked to him as an equal. His relationship with the 
students enabled him to gather material that the usual interview and observation 
techniques would not have revealed.  

   New Directions 
 Traditionally, journalism focused on centers of authority with their formalities—

ceremonies, meetings, announcements. This was insuffi cient, journalists came to 
realize. They understood that they were not describing the reality of human ex-
perience and they became anxious to develop techniques that enabled them to 
expand their reporting. Sara Grimes, a reporter in Philadelphia, said after she had 
been covering the juvenile court for a year, “I wonder why so many reporters 
insist on quoting people in positions of power rather than observing people who 
are affected by power.” 

  Listening to Youngsters   Grimes listened closely to the young defendants in 
court, and she sought to understand the effect of the system on youngsters by 
talking to them. One day she learned that an 11-year-old boy—who was brought 
into court in handcuffs—had been held in a detention center for nine months 
although he had not committed a crime. He was a runaway. Grimes asked to talk 
to the youngster, who had been sent to foster homes after his parents were judged 
neglectful. He had not liked the foster homes and had run away. Here is part of 
the story she wrote: 

  “Jones, Jones,” the guard’s voice could 
be heard as he walked up and down the cell-
block. Amid a few undistinguishable low 
grumblings behind the rows of bars came a 
small, high voice. “Yes, that’s me.” 

 Johnny was brought out to an anteroom. 
No longer crying, he sat with downcast eyes 
in dungarees and a gray sweatshirt. Quietly 
and slowly he answered questions. 

 He wished he had somebody to bring 
him soap because the institutional soap 
gives him a rash. He would like to leave 
YSC (Youth Study Center) and would go 
“any place they send me.” 

 How does it feel to be handcuffed? In 
a barely audible voice, he answered: “It 
makes me feel like a criminal.”   

  The Epidemic     Barbara Ferry of  The New Mexican  in Santa Fe found worry and 
fear in the usually placid northern New Mexico villages and towns. Drugs. Every-
where. In the village of Chimayo, she wrote, there are more than 30 dealers. “Vil-
lagers don’t seem to be getting noticeably richer,” she wrote. “They are dying.” 
Her series included portraits of some of the victims, most of them young men and 
women. Some of these are described in  NRW Plus   The Damage Done.    

  A Ghetto Family 
 Leon Dash, a reporter for  The Washington Post,  spent several years with a 

woman and her family in a relationship so close that he was able to gather the 
most intimate details of their lives. Although sympathetic to the family, Dash was 
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unsparing in his presentation of a family wracked by poverty, drugs, prostitution, 
crime and illiteracy. 

 The book Dash wrote later is dedicated to “unfettered inquiry.” 
 The head of the family, Rosa Lee, in her 50s on welfare and food stamps, sup-

ports herself through shoplifting and drug dealing. She has eight children by fi ve 
different men. Dash shows her strengths as well as her weaknesses—her love for 
her children, aspiration to a decent life, resourcefulness. But he is no soft touch 
for the tales his sources tell him. Ducky, Rosa Lee’s youngest son, informs Dash 
that he has had a religious conversion and will hereafter serve Christ. 

 Going Along for the Morning Collection   

  For her story about sanitation men, Phoebe  Zerwick 
of the  Winston-Salem Journal  rides along on the 
orange garbage truck as the men make their morning 
rounds. She absorbs the sights and the sounds—and the 
smells, too. “A mist lingers on an unusually cool August 
 morning. A few dogs bark, lunging at fences. Once in 
a while someone starts a car engine and backs out of a 

driveway. . . . The smell, sometimes sweet, sometimes 
sour, is still faint at 8 a.m. before the heat of the day 
cooks up stronger odors.” She observes the workers: 
“The men keep up a furious pace, with Casey, 28, taking 
long strides in knee-high rubber boots and McLaurin, 34, 
running.”  

 Charles Buchanan,  Winston-Salem Journal  
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 Dash tells Ducky, “You cook powdered cocaine into crack for New York City 
dealers . . . and you have been addicted to crack for some time now.” 

 Drugs emerge as the major destructive force in the life of the family Dash 
portrays. Two sons manage to escape from the dysfunctional home life, and Dash 
says three factors were involved: They attended school longer than their broth-
ers and sisters; an adult became concerned about them (one a school teacher, the 
other a social worker), and each was able to obtain a full-time job.  

  Behind the Doors 
 These reporters and the others we’ll look at understand what the great Russian 

writer Anton Chekhov wrote about in his short stories, the struggle of people 
to overcome forces sometimes too powerful or incomprehensible for them. For 
Chekhov’s insight, see  Behind the Doors  in  NRW Plus.      

  The Students 
 Charles Young, a white, middle-class student from Wisconsin, did his Live In at 

a junior high school in Harlem in New York City. Let’s join Young while he waits 
for the assistant principal in his offi ce. The room is fi lled with students. Young 
describes the scene at the beginning of his Live In: 

  Gus Marinos, known simply as “Marinos” to everybody, a Greek immigrant in 
his twenties with dazed but kindly eyes beneath his Coke-bottle glasses, returns to 
his offi ce on the fourth fl oor. The room erupts with a deafening chorus of his name. 

 “MAH- REE -NOS! HER FINGERNAILS BE POISON!” a girl screams, holding 
up her scratched right hand. 

 “So die,” says Marinos, examining some smudged papers on his desk. 
 “WHY ’ON’T CHEW DIE!” 
 “You wanna go home?” 
 “YEAH, BUT CHEW CAN’T TELL ME HER NAILS AIN’T POISON!” 
 “So go home.” 
 “HER NAILS GOT DIRT AN’ SHIT IN ’M!” The girl leaves with a pass home. 
 “MAH- REE -NOS!” another girl demands, “GIMME A PENCIL!” He hands her 

a pencil from his desk. “I ’ON’T WANT NO PENCIL LIKE THAT! I WANNA 
BLACK PENCIL!” 

 “This  is  a black pencil.” 
 “I MEAN A YELLOW PENCIL THAT WRITES BLACK!” 
 “We don’t sell those here.” 
 “I ’ON’T WANT TO BUY NO PENCIL! I WANT CHEW TO GIMME IT!” She 

grabs the pencil from his hand and in the process drops a textbook. “NOW SEE YOU 
MADE ME DONE DIRTY MY BOOK!” 

 “I made you done what?” 
 “DIRTY MY BOOK!” She leaves for class. 
 These girls read an average of two years below the national norm for their grade 

level (slightly ahead of the boys), but the ghetto has already taught them how to 
get what they want from life: yell until somebody gives it to you. The lesson is apt, 
because when they are graduated in three years or so, they won’t be equipped to do 
anything anyway. 

     In Depth  
 Dash, who later joined 

the journalism faculty at 
the University of Illinois, 
calls the technique he 
used to write about the 
troubled family “immersion 
journalism.”  

At Columbia University’s 
journalism school, the tech-
nique is known as the Live 
In because the assignment 
requires students to spend 
considerable time with their 
subjects.    

     In Depth  
 Dash, who later joined 

the journalism faculty at 
the University of Illinois, 
calls the technique he 
used to write about the 
troubled family “immersion 
journalism.”  

At Columbia University’s 
journalism school, the tech-
nique is known as the Live 
In because the assignment 
requires students to spend 
considerable time with their 
subjects.    

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch12_245-267.indd   262men11994_ch12_245-267.indd   262 12/18/09   4:33:08 PM12/18/09   4:33:08 PM



Chapter 12 Making Sound Observations 263

 That these girls (all sent to the offi ce for disciplinary reasons) want something is 
obvious. What they want is less obvious and increasingly important as the market for 
unskilled labor dries up. 

 The fi rst step in fi nding out what they want is learning a new vocabulary, some of 
which would be useful to defi ne here. To “come out your mouth” is to communicate. 
“On time” is an adjective or adverb of approbation meaning you have done something 
according to socially accepted procedure. “On cap” is synonymous with “in your 
head,” referring to intelligence. . . .   

  The Disciplinarian 
 Young interviewed the assistant principal in charge of discipline, who, he 

writes, “carries a cane in one hand and a leather whip in the other when she wades 
into a group of warring Dominican and Puerto Rican youths.” 

 His description continues: 

  She resembles an army tank—solid, low-to-the-ground, unstoppable, paradoxically 
maternal. 

 She is in fact known as the mother of the school. Teachers speak with awe of the 
dedication that brings her to the otherwise deserted building on weekends and vaca-
tions. Students speak with equal awe of her omniscience. Because they trust her, she 
knows exactly who is pushing what drugs and who is fi ghting with whom. 

 Standing at the main entrance to the building at 3 o’clock one Friday afternoon in 
anticipation of a gang fi ght, Williams catalogues a gathering of a dozen or so Puerto 
Rican school alumni. 

 “That one is on parole now. . . . That one is pushing. Look at his station wagon. . . . 
That one has a sawed-off .38 in his pocket. We’d tell the police about it, but it will 
pass fi fty hands by the time they can react. . . .” 

 On Thursday, one of their little brothers dropped a piece of chalk from the 
fourth fl oor that hit a Dominican on the head. In the ensuing melee, another Puerto 
Rican was badly cut on the arm with a broken bottle. The Puerto Ricans seek ven-
geance. 

 Having no stake in the matter, the blacks are blasé and leave the area immediately. 
They’ve seen it all before and even the prospect of serious violence is a bore. The His-
panics gather in groups along the sidewalk and buzz with rumors, with more energy 
than they have shown all day in class. 

 Williams crosses the street and puts her arm around one of her former students 
who has an Afro bigger than the rest of his body. She makes small talk for a couple of 
minutes, then kisses him on his pockmarked cheek as the gang scatters off down the 
street. A group of Dominicans, observing the enemy from a block away, disappears to 
its lair on 133rd Street. 

 The aborted fi ght is typical of junior highs anywhere in that the participants seem 
willing to do battle over nothing. What is frightening is that the involved alumni range 
in age from 16 to the mid-twenties. They never grew up, just became better armed. 
They are the fruit of the American system of education. 

 “Even fi ve years ago they at least expressed an interest in college,” says 
Williams back in the dormitory-room-sized offi ce which she shares with three 
other school offi cials and usually seven or eight students who have been thrown 
out of class. . . .   
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  The Basketball Player 
 Young befriended a bright young black student in the school. After Young grad-

uated and went to work for  Rolling Stone,  he decided to look up the youngster for 
a story for the magazine about his dream of becoming a basketball star. He found 
the youth in high school, playing basketball, struggling with his classes and still 
fi lled with hope. Young’s piece, “Above 125th Street: Curtis Haynes’ New York,” 
begins: 

  “I’m growin’ plants all the time,” says 
Curtis Haynes, pouring half a glass of 
water over a geranium. The fl oor and win-
dow ledge of his bedroom are covered with 
leafy pots. “Plants are everything. They 
give us oxygen and food. They also a home 
for insects.” He brushes an aphid off a leaf. 
“Insects gonna inherit the earth.” 

 He continues the tour of his room—
recently painted electric blue by his 
mother—by pulling a picture off a shelf 
full of basketball trophies. Judging by his 
fl eeting eyes and reticent tone of voice, he 
doesn’t know what to make of me—a pale, 
white, 26-year-old, bearded magazine edi-
tor with thick glasses from a myopic child-
hood of too much TV watching and book 
reading in Madison, Wisconsin. Nor do I 

know what to make of him—a handsome, 
ebony-skinned, 16-year-old, short-haired 
high-school student with sharp vision from 
a childhood spent on the basketball courts 
of Harlem. “This is my brother, Footie,” 
he says, holding a blurred photograph of a 
teenager bearing a strong resemblance to 
Curtis. “Remember, remember, remember 
. . .” is inscribed around the margins. “We 
named him that because he had such big 
feet,” he says. Curtis’ Pro Ked basketball 
shoes equal my own 11½ Adidas—and I 
am 6 '  2'' while he is just 5 '  10''. “He died in a 
fi ght two years ago. Puerto Rican friend got 
in an argument at a party and the other dude 
pulled a gun. My brother jumped between 
them. I never go to parties no more.”   

  The Crab Pickers 
 In Chapter 8 we read about the departure of a group of young women from a vil-

lage in Mexico to North Carolina where they were to work in a crab plant. The elderly 
black women who had worked at the task of picking out the slivers of crab from the 
hard shells had gradually retired and a new source of workers was found in Mexico. 

 Two days after the phone call came, Hull was aboard a bus with the women for 
the four-day trip to the Outer Banks. She stayed with the women on and off for 
the length of their stay and returned home with them. Her four months of report-
ing was a Live In. 

   For more of Hull’s work, see  Una Vida Mejor—A Better Life—(II)  in  NRW 
Plus.     

  Problems of Involvement  

 Participant observation can cause problems. In addition to the possibility that 
the reporter’s presence may affect the event, the participant observer can become 
too deeply involved with his or her sources, risking the possibility that feelings 
may override responsibility to the facts. 
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 Participant observation also has been criticized as exploitation of the source. 
After all, the journalist is using the lives of people as the basis of a story, which 
could lead to the reporter’s acclaim, help him or her win a pay raise and possi-
bly a promotion. But the alcoholic, the addict, the welfare mother and the police 
offi cer are not reimbursed for their contributions. Nor is much done about the 
problems that overwhelm some of these people.      

  Prying Indefensible   The journalist James Agee agonized over prying into 
the lives of Southern sharecroppers. He and the photographer Walker Evans 
were assigned to do an article on cotton tenantry, the system by which farmers 
worked the fi elds of landowners in return for a share of the crop less what was 
advanced to them for seed, living quarters and tools. The sharecroppers were 
poorer than dirt poor, for not even the earth they tilled was theirs. The magazine 
article was not published, but in 1940 the work became the basis of a book, 
 Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.  Agee knew the justifi cations for his intimate 
observations, but they did not console him. Early in the book, he describes his 
reservations: 

  It seems to me curious, not to say obscene and thoroughly terrifying, that it 
could occur to an association of human beings drawn together through need and 
chance and for profi t into a company, an organ of journalism, to pry intimately 
into the lives of an undefended and appallingly damaged group of human beings, 
an ignorant and helpless rural family, for the purpose of parading the naked-
ness, disadvantage and humiliation of these lives before another group of human 
beings, in the name of science, of “honest journalism” (whatever that paradox 
may mean), of humanity, of social fearlessness, for money, and for a reputa-
tion for crusading and for unbias which, when skillfully enough qualifi ed, is 
exchangeable at any bank for money (and in politics, for votes, for job patronage, 
abelincolnism, etc.). . . .    

  In Defense of Prying 
 In rebuttal to these criticisms, reporters who use the technique say that public 

awareness is increased by stories about the lives of people. They say this awareness 
can lead to reform by involving the public emotionally in the situations described 
by the reporter. 

 Steven Almond, a reporter for the  Miami New Times,  spent weeks at the James 
E. Scott housing project to reveal “what life is really like for the women and chil-
dren living in Miami’s inner city.” Almond said he was bothered by one aspect 
of his work: 

  By far, the most diffi cult aspect of 
the work was realizing that I was merely 
another male fi gure who would eventually 
abandon the kids that I had befriended. 
And facing that, in some deep sense, I was 
exploiting the kids by using their lives as 
journalistic fodder. It was betrayal. 

 Hopefully, The Canyon managed to 
convey a little bit about what it is like, day 
to day, for women and children who live 
in inner-city housing projects. That’s not a 
story often told.   
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  A Corrective for Detachment 
 Participant observation can help correct a detachment that can lead to callous-

ness. A reporter who said he considered drug addicts weak and worthless spent 
time with a young female addict for a long feature. The woman’s daughter was 
being put up for adoption because the mother had been judged unfi t to raise her. 
The woman’s agony at the prospect of losing her daughter—which the reporter 
felt intensely—led him to do a series of revealing articles about the city’s adop-
tion laws. 

 The experience of participant observation allows the reporter to step outside 
routines and familiar environments to achieve new insights and to avoid another 
trap—the tendency to stereotype. Working under pressure, reporters fall back on 
stereotyping people, which permits them to simplify complicated events and to 
communicate complexities in easily understood terms. Forgetting that life is end-
less variety and change, some reporters look at the world through a kaleidoscope 
that is never turned. As a consequence, their observations refl ect only a narrow, 
static vision. In Chapter 17, we will examine these stereotypes and the ways of 
thinking that determine how reporters look at events.     

   Summing Up 

 The key to fi rst-rate observation is the quality of the theme the reporter has 
in mind. The reporter’s theory or idea—call it the possible lead to the story—
“suggests and coordinates observations,” says the scientist and teacher-writer 
Stephen Jay Gould of Harvard. “Theory can prod, suggest, integrate and direct 
in fruitful ways.” 

 But it “can also stifl e, mislead and restrict,” Gould adds. He calls the busi-
ness of devising themes as a prelude to making observations the “double-
edged sword . . . as both liberator and incarcerator. . . .” It is liberating when 
the theme is borne out by information gathered by detached observation. It is 
incarcerating when the reporter’s observations are made with eyes and ears 
determined to see and hear on the basis of hope and belief that the theme or 
lead is on target. 

 In the next chapter, we will look at how reporters build the background on 
which they structure sound observations for their stories.  

  Further Reading 

 Agee, James.  Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.  Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 
1960. 

 Beveridge, W.I.B.  The Art of Scientifi c Investigation.  New York: Vintage 
Books, 1962. 
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 13   Building and Using 
Background   

 The journalist is expected to know it all. An error, a missing fact or a mis-
interpretation cannot be explained away. 

 Demanding as this may seem, it is the lot of the professional to be unfail-
ingly certain in performance. The doctor is expected to identify the  ailment 
that plagues the patient. The attorney is an authority on the law. The 
teacher is a wise, unfaltering guide who takes students through the com-
plexities of phonics, irregular Spanish verbs and William Blake.   

 But we know professionals are fallible. Doctors misdiagnose, and some-
times their operations fail. Lawyers lose cases they should win. Teachers are 
human, too, like the grade school teacher who assigned her class the task 
of writing sentences containing words from a list she supplied. One young-
ster, who consulted his collection of baseball cards for inspiration, chose 
the word  cap,  and he wrote, “Catfi sh Hunter wears a cap.” The teacher 
returned the boy’s paper with the sentence corrected: “ A  catfi sh hunter 
wears a cap.” 

 Preview 
 Journalists work at building two kinds of background 

knowledge: 
  •  General:  The overall knowledge that the reporter takes 

to the job. This storehouse is based on wide reading 
and varied experience. 

  •  Specifi c:  The specialized information that helps the 
reporter handle his or her beat. It includes, for ex-
ample, knowing about one judge’s preference for jail 
sentences and another’s for probation, or the mayor’s 
determination to reassess property values to increase 
revenues.    

 Non-voters then. Sought after now. 

 The Library of Congress 

You can’t write if you 
can’t think.
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 Should the teacher have known Catfi sh Hunter was a baseball player? 
Well, perhaps we do make excuses for teachers, as well as for doctors and 
lawyers. But we do not excuse the journalist who errs through ignorance. 

 Should the journalist really be expected to know everything? “Yes,” said 
the reporter Murray Kempton. “When you’re covering anything, and you’re 
writing about it at length, you use everything you know. And in order to use 
everything you have to be interested in an extraordinary range of things.” 

 Should you have known that the photograph that opens this chapter 
depicts a long period in American life: Women could not vote in national 
elections until 1920 when Tennessee ratifi ed the 19th Amendment. 

   For more photographs with which you can test your background knowl-
edge, see  Important Parts of the Past  in  NRW Plus.     

 GBS: Two Views  

 The practice of journalism arouses considerable passion among outsiders, 
sometimes leading them to excesses of inconsistency. George Bernard Shaw, the 
eminent playwright and critic, was of two minds regarding journalism. In a note 
to a journalist, he wrote: 

  Dear Sir, 
 Your profession has, as usual, destroyed your brain.  

 But he also wrote: 

  Journalism can claim to be the highest form of literature. For all the highest lit-
erature is journalism, including Plato and Aristophanes trying to knock some sense 
into the Athens of their days and Shakespeare peopling that same Athens with 
Elizabethans. Nothing that is not journalism will live as long as literature or be 
of any use while it does live. So let others cultivate what they may call literature. 
Journalism for me.     

 Know It All  

 And yet: What are we to make of the current generation, one of whose repre-
sentatives wrote in a college newspaper about a presentation of  The Merchant of 
Venus,  instead of  The Merchant of Venice?  

 And what can we say to the journalism student who wrote of the sculptor 
Michel Angelo? Or to the reporter who wrote when crimes in town doubled that 
they went up 200 percent? 

 Should the journalist be expected to know the plays of Shakespeare, the world 
of art and how to derive a percentage, calculate a ratio and fi nd the median in a 
group of fi gures? Would it terrify would-be journalists to suggest that the answer 
has to be yes? 

 This storehouse of knowledge is the reporter’s essential background, and it 
should be constantly replenished. Reporters need to have at their fi ngertips a 
wide assortment of information: They should know who tops the charts, what the 

     Da-Da Journalism  
David Cay Johnston 

said he decided to cover 
tax policy because most 
of the reporting was 
bad. “Our whole system 
depends on taxes,”  The 
New York Times  reporter 
says, “whether it’s educat-
ing children, or enforcing 
your rights under a contract 
or military defense of the 
country.  

“The first thing I learned 
was most of the reporters 
covering this, like most 
reporters covering most sub-
jects, engaged in ‘he said’ 
journalism: ‘da, da, da, he 
said.’ So what they ended 
up doing was accurately 
quoting people, whether 
they knew what they were 
writing about or not.”   
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Emancipation Proclamation accomplished, how local schools are fi nanced and 
what agency compiles the list of the 10 most-wanted criminals. 

    Background Defi ned  

 The term  background  has three defi nitions: 

   A reporter’s store of information. This knowledge may be amassed over a long 
period or picked up quickly in order to handle a specifi c assignment. Without 
background knowledge, a reporter’s fact gathering can be nondirected.  

   Material placed in the story that explains the event, puts it into perspective. 
Without background, a story may be one-dimensional.  

   Material a source does not want attributed to him or her. It may or may not be 
used, depending on the source’s instructions.    

 Here, we are dealing with the fi rst two meanings. 

    The Contents of the Storehouse  

 Journalists have a deep and wide-ranging fund of general information that 
they have developed through extensive reading, a variety of experience and their 
continuing education. Much of this stored information is about how things work: 
how the political system functions; the structure of local government; the arrest 
process; how governments pay for schools, streets and police and fi re protection. 
The list is long. 

 Such knowledge is important because it is the bedrock on which news stories 
are built. The American philosopher John Dewey said, “We cannot lay hold of 
the new, we cannot even keep it before our minds, much less understand it, save 
by the use of ideas and knowledge we already possess.” Irving Kristol, a writer 
on social and political affairs, said, “When one is dealing with complicated and 
continuous events, it is impossible to report ‘what happened’ unless one is previ-
ously equipped with a context of meaning and signifi cance.” 

 Specifi c knowledge is also required. When a candidate for the school board 
refers to “Brown versus Board of Education,” the reporter knows the school 
desegregation court ruling she is referring to. When a luncheon speaker says that 
“the country took the wrong turn under the New Deal,” the reporter knows the 
speaker is talking from a conservative perspective. And when a reporter does a 
profi le of a country singer, he knows what the singer means when he says he is 
drifting from the “Nashville sound.”         

 Zoning Favoritism   The knowledge of how things work can turn a routine 
assignment into a signifi cant story. When a reporter for a Long Island newspaper 
was sent to cover a fi re in a plastics factory, she noticed that the plant was located 
in a residential zone. On her return to the offi ce, she told her editor, “I’ve got the 
information on the fi re, but I want to check out why that factory was built there 

•

•

•

     The Basis  
“Unless you’ve had 

experience and lived, what 
could you have to say on 
your instrument?”   

— Milt Hinton, bass player     
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The Library of Congress Joe Rosenthal, AP

Lewis Hine, International Museum of Photography at George Eastman House

(See page 278 for photo descriptions.)

Classic Photos That Symbolize Historic Events
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in a residential zone. Was it zoned industrial when the factory was built, or did 
the company get a variance?” The reporter knew that variances—exceptions to 
general zoning patterns—are sometimes awarded to friends or political donors. 
Although the reporter was not a city hall reporter or a specialist in real estate, she 
knew about zoning through her overall understanding of city government. Her 
curiosity and knowledge led to a signifi cant story.   

 The Clone   When Gina Kolata, science reporter for  The New York Times,  was 
thumbing through her copy of  Nature,  a magazine for scientists, she came across 
an article titled “Viable Offspring Derived from Fetal and Adult Mammalians.” 
She leaped up. 

 “It didn’t say the word clone and there was no clue in the article that there was 
anything interesting,” she said. “People missed this story because they had to be 
able to understand the title and the abstract,” which, she says, “was in the most 
abstruse scientifi c language in the whole world.” 

 But she immediately called her editor and said, “Do you know what? I think 
they have actually done something amazing. I think they’ve cloned an adult.” 

 Kolata’s understanding of the abstruse technical article led to an exclusive 
page 1 story.   

 Covering the 500   When Joe Munson, a photographer for  The Kentucky Post  in 
Covington, Ky., was covering the Indianapolis 500, the daring tactics of a driver 
caught his eye. Munson knew that there is an imaginary line that race car drivers 
must follow around bends in order to keep their cars under control.  

  “I noticed driver Danny Ongais straying six inches from that imaginary line 
and I suspected he was destined for a crash,” Munson recalled. 

 “So I kept my camera focused on him.” 
 Munson was ready when Ongais lost control and his car cracked into the wall. 

Munson was able to gun off 20 shots of the fi ery crash that seriously injured 

 The National Assessment of Educational Progress tested 
8,000 17-year-olds of different races, both sexes and in all 
regions of the United States. 

 Some of the fi ndings: 

  20 percent or less could identify Joyce, Dostoyevsky, Elli-
son, Conrad or Ibsen.  

  36 percent knew Chaucer is the author of  The Canter-
bury Tales.   

  37 percent could equate Job with patience during 
suffering.  

•

•

•

 What They Don’t Know 

  Less than 25 percent knew that Lincoln was president 
between 1860 and 1880.  

  32 percent could place the Civil War between 1850 and 
1900.  

  57 percent could place World War II between 1900 and 
1950.  

  30 percent could identify the Magna Carta.    

•

•

•

•

Vacuums
“. . . while they may be 

trained to write and while 
they may be trained to 
articulate what is written, 
the fact remains that many 
who call themselves jour-
nalists and are employed 
in local stations have no 
notion whatsoever about 
history, geography, political 
science, economics and 
other things about which 
an informed individual 
should have some grasp.”   

— Frank Magid, CEO, 
Frank N. Magid Associates, 
TV consultants to 140 local 

stations  

     Lost  
“The unprepared mind 

cannot see the outstretched 
hand of opportunity.”   

— Alexander Fleming, 
discoverer of penicillin     

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch13_268-278.indd   272men11994_ch13_268-278.indd   272 12/18/09   4:42:23 PM12/18/09   4:42:23 PM



Chapter 13 Building and Using Background 273

Ongais. One of them took fi rst place in the sports category of a National Press 
Photographers Association regional competition. 

     Knowing the Records   Marcia Chambers, who covered the Criminal Courts 
Building for  The New York Times,  scored many exclusives because she had mas-
tered the procedures of the criminal justice system. Chambers used fi les, records 
and background that led to an exclusive she wrote on the arrest of a murder sus-
pect. Here is her description of how she went about digging up the information 
for her story: 

  On the day Calvin Jackson was arrested, I covered the arraignment where the 
prosecutor announced that Jackson had been charged with the murder of one woman 
and had “implicated himself ” in several others. At the time, we wanted to fi nd out 
more about Jackson’s prior criminal record, but given the hour—5:30 p.m.—we 
couldn’t get the information. In a sidebar story that appeared the next day, Joe 
Treaster, the police reporter, said Jackson’s previous arrest had occurred 10 months 
before. But the disposition of the case, the story said, was unknown. 

 From my experience, I knew that nearly all cases are disposed of through plea 
bargaining, the process whereby a defendant agrees to plead guilty in exchange 
for a lesser charge. Several weeks before I had obtained from the Offi ce of Court 

Cutting the Turn Too Closely: Crack-Up at the 500

 Joe Munson,  The Kentucky Post  
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Administration data that showed that last year only 545 out of 31,098 felony 
arrests went to trial, including drug cases. The rest were plea bargained. 

 On Monday, at 10 a.m., I went to the court clerk’s offi ce. My premise was that 
Jackson’s last arrest, like the thousands of others that pass through the criminal 
court system, had probably involved plea bargaining, a reduction of charges and a 
minimal sentence. 

 From the docket book, I obtained the docket number of the murder case, and 
since case records are public information, I asked the clerk for the case. I took it to 
the side of the room, and quickly copied the fi le that contained information about 
his previous arrests.  

Chambers’ story is above.

      Blunders 

  Reporters with ample background knowledge do not embarrass themselves or 
their editors by blundering in print or on the air. Witness these bloopers, the result 
of a lack of background: 

  During the debate about President Obama’s health care proposal,  Investor’s 
Business Daily  wrote in an editorial: 

 People such as scientist Stephen Hawk-
ing wouldn’t have a chance in the U.K., 
where the National Health Service would say 
the life of this brilliant man, because of his 
physical handicaps, is essentially worthless.   

•

 Calvin Jackson, who is said by the police to have “impli-
cated himself” in the murder of at least nine women, was 
arrested in Manhattan 10 months ago on felonious robbery 
and burglary charges that could have sent him to prison 
for 15 years, an examination of court records disclosed 
yesterday. 

  Instead, the 26-year-old former convict was sent to jail 
for 30 days after the felony charges against him and two 
others were reduced to misdemeanors. 

 He had pleaded guilty in plea bargaining in Criminal 
Court to the lesser charges, which arose from the robbery 
last November of a young man, a resident of the Park Plaza 

 Suspect in Slaying Once Got 30 Days 
Instead of 15 Years 

Hotel, where Mr. Jackson lived and where six of his alleged 
victims were killed. 

 Mr. Jackson’s experience is no different from that of 
thousands of others who yearly pass through the city’s 
court system. 

 . . . the year of Mr. Jackson’s last arrest, there were 
31,098 felony arrests in Manhattan, according to the crime 
analysis unit of the Police Department. Of these, only 545 
cases went to trial on the original felony charges, including 
possession or sale of narcotics. . . .  

—Marcia Chambers, 
The New York Times
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 Hawking, a world-renowned physicist, is paralyzed and speaks through a voice 
synthesizer. He also happens to live in Great Britain. When the editorial writer’s 
comment reached him, Hawking replied:

  I wouldn’t be here today if it were not for the NHS (National Health Service). I 
have received a large amount of high-quality treatment without which I would not 
have survived.              

  In one of her columns, Harriet Van Horne referred to Canada as having a 
“tough and happily homogeneous population. . . .” (The columnist ignored the 
large Indian and Inuit populations and the almost six million French-speaking 
Canadians. Not only is the country not homogeneous, the French- and English-
speaking Canadians are hardly happily ensconced together. Many of the French-
speaking people contend that they are second-class citizens, which has led to the 
separatist movement in the province of Quebec.)  

  When the basketball coach at Boston College accepted the head coaching 
job at Stanford, a CBS sports announcer said that the coach had “followed Horace 
Mann’s advice to go west.” (The advice is attributed to Horace Greeley, founder and 
editor of the  Tribune:  “Go west young man.” Horace Mann was an educator.)  

  In a feature on food served during the Jewish holidays, a reporter for the 
 Press-Enterprise  in Riverside, Calif., described Yom Kippur as “marked by rich, 
indeed lavish meals.” (Yom Kippur, known as the Day of Atonement, is the most 
solemn of all Jewish holy days and is observed by fasting.)  

  A  New York Times  story of mourning for victims of a terrorist bombing 
in Jerusalem said the mourners’ clothing was “rented.” (In funerals, clothing is 
 rent —torn—not rented.)       

 Anticipatory Journalism  

 A solid grasp of the past and the present is essential to a growing area of 
reporting— anticipatory journalism.  It consists of spotting trends, identifying move-
ments in their earliest stages, locating individuals with an important message.

  Journalism has not been good at this kind of reporting. It ignored the feminist 
movement, was late to sense the civil rights surge, was hesitant about the lifestyle 
changes of teen-agers. 

 Anticipatory journalism can be as simple as making journalism out of the real-
ization that the city’s revenues are inadequate to meet new expenses and that pay-
rolls and services will have to be cut or taxes increased. With this knowledge, the 
reporter can interview the mayor, city council members and community leaders 
about what solutions they recommend. 

 This is public service journalism. It gives people time to discuss and decide 
issues rather than having to react quickly when last-minute problems arise. 

 An essential to the practice of anticipatory journalism along with a grasp of back-
ground is a good string of sources, a subject we shall look into in the next chapter.    

•

•

•

•

Botched
 In the journal for jour-

nalism faculty,  Journalism & 
Mass Communication Edu-
cator,  an author referred to 
the American philosopher 
“Thomas Dewey.” Wrong 
Dewey. Thomas Dewey was 
the Republican candidate 
for president in 1944 and 
1948, losing once to Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt and then 
to Harry S Truman. John 
Dewey is the philosopher, 
considered one of the 
most influential theorists 
in education as well as 
philosophy. 

Botched
 In the journal for jour-

nalism faculty,  Journalism & 
Mass Communication Edu-
cator,  an author referred to 
the American philosopher 
“Thomas Dewey.” Wrong 
Dewey. Thomas Dewey was 
the Republican candidate 
for president in 1944 and 
1948, losing once to Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt and then 
to Harry S Truman. John 
Dewey is the philosopher, 
considered one of the 
most influential theorists 
in education as well as 
philosophy. 

     More Than Writing  
“The vocabulary of a 

writer is his currency but 
it is a paper currency and 
its value depends on the 
reserves of mind and heart 
which back it.” 

— Cyril Connolly     
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276 Part Four Reporting Principles

 The Past Illuminates 
the Present 

 To those who despair 
over racism and environ-
mental damage, a knowl-
edge of the past provides 
perspective. For years after 
gold was discovered in 
California, mining compa-
nies used hydraulic water 
cannons to wash down 
mountains for the gold ore 
they contained. Silt clogged 
once pristine rivers, caus-
ing fl oods downstream 
and irreparable damage 
was done to the terrain. 
After considerable public 
pressure, the practice was 
outlawed.  

Now only a footnote in 
the history of racism, the Ku 
Klux Klan once elected gov-
ernors and paraded its cause 
down the main avenues 
of cities and state capitals. 
Klanswomen even marched 
down Pennsylvania Avenue 
in Washington, D.C. 

Plumas County Museum

National Archives in Washington, D.C.
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 Don’t Guess   Speculative reporting is not anticipatory journalism. The reporter 
who speculates about events or predicts outcomes is guessing. The reporter who 
anticipates uses evidence and makes no leaps to judgment or opinion. 

 When Vicente Fox challenged the candidate of the Institutional Revolution-
ary Party, which had governed Mexico for 71 years, his candidacy was written 
off by a speculative article in  The Christian Science Monitor.  The basis for the 
write-off ? 

 “. . . the so-called ‘family’ issue is taking on decisive importance,” the reporter 
wrote. Fox is divorced and his four children are adopted, the newspaper reported, 
and it quoted several women voters as saying that Francisco Labistida, the candi-
date of the IRP, was their favorite because he stood for “strong families.” 

 The result: Fox defeated Labistida.       

Caution: Background 
Isn’t the Story

When Mike Corn, a 
reporter for  The Hays Daily 
News,  set out to cover the 
release of black-footed 
ferrets in Logan County he 
had plenty of interesting 
background material.  

But Corn focused on 
the release and blended in 
the background down in the 
story. Here is how he began 
his story:  

 RUSSELL SPRINGS—
Reinforcements arrived 
in the grasslands of 
southwest Logan County 
Wednesday evening, pro-
viding a once-in-a-lifetime 
show for most of the 20 
people on hand.   

 Summing Up 

 The best journalists know a lot. They know the past as well as the present. 
They are exceptions to the charge leveled by  The New York Times  columnist 
Bob Herbert who describes the United States as “a nation of nitwits.” As evi-
dence, he cited a Gallup Poll that found:

    Sixty percent of Americans are unable to name the president who ordered 
the atomic bomb dropped on Japan. (Truman)  

  One of four didn’t know Japan was the target of the bomb.  

   A fi fth didn’t know that such an attack had occurred.    

 “We are surrounded by a deep and abiding stupidity,” he wrote. 

   Further Reading 

 Boylan, James.  Pulitzer’s School: Columbia University’s School of 
Journalism, 1903–2003.  Columbia University Press, 2003. 

 Joseph Pulitzer tried Harvard and was rebuffed. But Columbia 
accepted his offer of $2 million (about $40 million today) to build 
a school of journalism and to underwrite the Pulitzer Prizes. The 
school opened in 1912 and has had a roller-coaster ride since—
critics calling it a trade school, deans clashing with faculty mem-
bers, the curriculum ever changing, some graduates running major 
media enterprises. 

 Lewis, Anthony.  Gideon’s Trumpet.  New York: Random House, 1964. 
 Steel, Ronald.  Walter Lippmann and the American Century.  Boston: 

Atlantic Monthly Press, 1980. 
 Teachout, Terry.  The Skeptic: A Life of H.L. Mencken.  New York: Harper-

Collins, 2002. 

•

•

•

 Freedom to Roam and 
Reproduce  

Alexis Sanchez, 4, helps 
Brenda Pace release a 
black-footed ferret on her 
property in Logan County, 
Kansas, one of 19 freed that 
day. Ferrets, once numerous 
in the state, had not been 
seen in 50 years. Raised in 
captivity, the ferrets had 
been conditioned for release 
in the wild by the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service as part 
of a reintroduction program 
in the Great Plains states. 

Steven Hausler, 
The Hays Daily News    
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 Teachout contends that Mencken was the greatest of all American 
journalists. In his review of this biography in  The Atlantic Monthly,  
 Jonathan  Yardley writes that, “the only other American journalists 
whose names can be mentioned without embarrassment in the same 
paragraph as his own [are] Ring Lardner, A.J. Liebling and Rus-
sell Baker. . . .” Yardley says of Mencken that “the most important 
thing about him is that he was a newspaperman,” and he quotes 
Teachout’s praise of Mencken’s “fi rmly balanced prose rhythms 
and vigorous diction.” 

   Classic Photos 

  Upper left:  President Franklin D. Roosevelt  tours farm country. Dur-
ing the 1930s the United States was mired in what was known as the Great 
Depression. Among its victims were the country’s farmers. The president vis-
ited Midwestern farms to promise help under an agricultural program in the 
president’s New Deal. 

  Upper right:  Iwo Jima  fl ag raising. During World War II, U.S. forces 
captured the island at great human cost. This photograph of the fl ag being 
planted on its highest peak, Mount Suribachi, became a symbol of the confl ict 
in the Pacifi c. 

  Bottom:  Child worker  in a New England mill. Lewis Hine recorded 
child labor throughout the U.S. from 1908 to 1915. His photographs aided in 
the passage of child labor laws. Hine also documented the effects of the Great 
Depression.   
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 14  Finding, Cultivating 
and Using Sources 

   Preview 
 The reporter relies on three types of sources: 

  •  Human sources,  which consist of authorities and 
people involved in news events. When using human 
sources, reporters fi nd the person most qualifi ed to 
speak—an authority on the subject, an eyewitness, an 
offi cial, a participant. 

  •  Physical sources,  which consist of records, documents, 
reference works, newspaper articles. 

  •  Online sources,  which include a vast array of human 
and physical sources, from academicians to government 
data.  

 Journalists have a saying that a reporter can be no better than his or her 
sources. These sources include offi cials, spokesmen and -women, participants 
in events, documents, records, search engines, tape recordings, libraries, 
fi lms and books. The quality of the reporter’s story depends on the quality of 
the sources. 

 Reporters spend a lot of time looking for and cultivating people who can 
become sources and contacts. A county courthouse reporter in California 
puts in a couple of hours a day passing time with his sources. He also chats 
with guards, secretaries, elevator operators, whom he describes as contacts, 
people who can provide tips for stories. An elevator operator tipped him off 
about a well-known businessman who had been summoned by a grand jury 
and was taken to the jury room by a back elevator. 

 Sources come in all sizes. 

Chris Hardy,  San Francisco Examiner 

Question your assump-
tions . . . and theirs.
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    Making Nice at the Courthouse 

  Jeff Klinkenberg of the  St. Petersburg Times  shows us Milt Sosin, the Associ-
ated Press courthouse reporter in Miami, at work:       

     Source List  
 Seymour M. Hersh, a 

writer for  The New Yorker,  
looks through the newslet-
ters of the CIA and the 
National Security Agency 
for retirement announce-
ments. The result: exclusive 
interviews. He pays no 
attention to the politics of 
sources. “I learned a long 
time ago that you can’t go 
around making judgments 
on the basis of people’s 
politics. The essential thing 
is: Do they have integrity or 
not?” he says.    

  He pokes his head into offi ces and makes 
small talk with secretaries. He chats with a 
lawyer in an elevator. He shares respectful 
words with a newspaper reporter outside a 
courtroom. With a charming smile, he even 
opens a hallway door for a sweaty man in a 
three-piece suit. 

 For Sosin, who is probably the best 
reporter you  never  heard of, charm is part 
of his giant bag of journalist’s tricks. His 
job is getting information. Being chummy, 

though it may come unnaturally, could pay 
off one day: He may need these courthouse 
people to provide news that might lead to 
an Associated Press exclusive. 

 “It’s no big deal,” Sosin says later, 
sounding almost embarrassed. “They’re 
just sources. You treat them right. You 
stop by and ask them if anything is going 
on, that’s all. If they give you something 
you can use, you protect them. You never 
betray their confi dences.”    

  In Washington 

  “The key to this job is sources, sources, sources,” says Amie Parnes, a re-
porter with the Washington bureau of the Scripps Howard News Service. “When 
I fi rst arrived here, someone told me, ‘Get to know the Hill contacts very well. 
Take them out to lunch, get to know their kids’ names, know everything about 
them.’ ” 

 Cultivating sources paid off for Parnes when Rep. Mark Foley, R-Fla., was 
revealed to have sent inappropriate messages to male congressional pages. 
(Parnes’ special area of coverage is the Florida delegation.) She broke the story 
of Foley’s resignation. 

 “I had a great relationship with his offi ce,” she says. “I hung out there on 
a weekly basis, talking with the congressman, his chief of staff, his legislative 
assistants and his press secretary. I spent a lot of time building those relation-
ships, and they knew and trusted me.”         

  Massive Tire Recall 

  It was a “call from a source who does research for trial lawyers,” says Sara 
Nathan, that led her to a major story. The source told her that Firestone tires on 
Ford Explorers were being recalled in six foreign countries but not in the United 
States. Nathan checked with several safety organizations, and they confi rmed the 
tip and told her that they had urged a tire recall in the United States. 

 After fi rst denying that their tires were defective, Firestone recalled 6.5 million 
tires in the face of stories like this one by Nathan and fellow  USA Today  reporter 
James R. Healey that began a series of articles: 

Amie Parnes
Tim King, 

Scripps News

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch14_279-292.indd   280men11994_ch14_279-292.indd   280 12/18/09   4:51:19 PM12/18/09   4:51:19 PM



Chapter 14 Finding, Cultivating and Using Sources 281

  Reliability of Sources 

  The distinction between human and physical sources, and their relative 
reliability, was nicely put by Sir Kenneth Clark, the British writer and critic: 
“If I had to say who was telling the truth about society, a speech by the Min-
ister of Housing or the actual buildings put up in his time, I would believe the 
buildings.” 

 The difference in the reliability of these sources became startlingly clear dur-
ing the Iraq War. In the buildup to the invasion, the United States asserted Iraq 
had a stockpile of weapons of mass destruction. Much of its evidence came from 
the same source that a  New York Times  reporter was using for her stories, an Iraqi 
expatriate. The source supposedly had many contacts inside Iraq and was consid-
ered reliable. 

 Inspection teams had not turned up such weapons in the past, and they urged 
caution. The invasion went ahead, and despite intensive searches, no weapons 
were found.   

  Human Sources 

  A person with information the reporter needs for a story or for background is 
called a  source.  Arthur L. Gavshon, diplomatic reporter for the AP, says: 

  To me anyone on the inside of any given news situation is a potential source. 
But they only turn into real sources when they come up with a bit, or a lot, of 
relevant information.  

 Gavshon says he fi nds sources anywhere and everywhere. He develops his 
sources “just as you would get to know a friend and nurture a relationship in every-
day life (always assuming you can live a normal life as a journalist)—through the 
exercise of patience, understanding and a reasonable capacity to converse about 
shared interests.”      

  Authoritative Sources   Sometimes an assignment is so complex or so unfamil-
iar that a reporter hardly knows where to begin. The clips on the subject prove 
to be too sketchy, and the reference material presumes some knowledge of the 
subject. The reporter needs a crash course in the topic, but the assignment is due 
and there is no time for in-depth research. 

  Millions of people in the USA are rid-
ing on tires that are the focus of a federal 
safety probe, and that have been recalled 
and replaced in six other countries, accord-
ing to government fi les. 

 The National Highway Traffi c Safety 
Administration (NHTSA) also said Tuesday 

that it has reports of 21 deaths—up from 
just four it knew of earlier this week—and 
193 crashes involving Firestone ATX, 
ATX II and Wilderness tires. Reports of the 
incidents say the treads inexplicably peeled 
off the tire casings, causing skids.    
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 On her second day as the marine news reporter for  The Gazette  in Montreal, 
Jan Wong was given an assignment and told to handle it quickly because her edi-
tor had another story for her to cover. 

 Wong did what reporters do in such circumstances. She turned to people who 
know, authoritative sources: 

 “I must have called 20 people,” she says. “I called everyone I could fi nd in the 
marine directory. People were very helpful.” 

 Sources need not be mayors or directors of companies. The city hall reporter 
knows that the town clerk who has served a succession of mayors has a com-
prehensive knowledge of the community and the inner workings of town gov-
ernment. The courthouse reporter befriends law clerks, court stenographers and 
security guards. Business reporters cultivate switchboard operators, secretaries, 
mailroom help.  

  Tactics   Reporters have gone out of their way to do favors for their sources. At 
one newspaper in California, the reporters who handle obituaries send birthday 
candy and fl owers to the mortuary employees who call to report the deaths of 
important people. A death called in near deadline means the newspaper or station 
telephoned fi rst will have that much more time to write the obituary. A difference 
of two minutes can be the difference between making or missing the last edition 
or the 6 p.m. newscast.           

 Some reporters cultivate sources by reversing the news-gathering process. 
One Midwestern newsman says that instead of always asking sources for news, 
he puts his sources on the receiving end. “I see to it personally that they hear any 
gossip or important news. When I want news, I get it,” he says.       

 The source needed for information on a single story need not be cultivated 
with the care reporters lavish on sources essential to a beat. But courtesy and con-
sideration are always important. In speaking to a source for the fi rst—and perhaps 
the only—time, the reporter identifi es himself or herself immediately and moves 
to the questions quickly. A different pace is necessary for the source essential to 
a beat. Gavshon cautions: 

  Don’t ever rush things. Don’t make the ghastly mistake of thinking only in 
terms of tomorrow’s headline. . . . One-night stands rarely satisfy anybody.    

  Be Careful 
 Sources may not be what they seem. When a federal agency called for a mora-

torium on silicon-gel breast implants, a woman made herself available to report-
ers, saying she was a breast cancer patient and had implants. She said she was 
satisfi ed with them. Three local television stations and  The Boston Globe  used 
her comments. 

 Terry Schraeder of WCVB-TV in Boston checked out the woman and found 
she was a paid spokeswoman for Dow Corning, manufacturer of the implant 
material, which had provided her with training in handling the media and a list of 
reporters to contact.  

     Source?  
“Only a fool expects the 

authorities to tell him what 
the news is.”     

 —Russell Baker     

     Paying Sources  
 “We pay for informa-

tion,” says Steve Coz, 
editor of  The National 
Enquirer.  “We pay them to 
be sources.” Among the 
recipients of handsome 
checks from the weekly 
supermarket tabloid are 
chauffeurs, maids, bartend-
ers, caterers, the modestly 
paid people who work 
for the famous. Payment 
for information, known 
as checkbook journalism, 
is frowned upon by the 
mainline media, though 
sometimes tempted by the 
possibility of exclusive infor-
mation, a newspaper or 
network will write a check.    
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  Pseudo-Sources 
 When some members of Congress wanted to fi nd out the plight of farmers hard 

hit by rising costs and falling income, they called Sissy Spacek and Jane Fonda to 
testify. The women had played the wives of farmers in fi lms.  

  Who’s Being Quoted? 
 Journalists have been criticized for calling upon a narrow band of sources for 

information for stories—business executives, bankers, government offi cials, col-
lege presidents, political leaders. 

 For stories about the economy, experts at the think tanks are called upon—the 
Cato Institute for the conservative point of view, the Urban Institute for the liberal 
and the Brookings Institution for the centrist positions. But the economy is about 
people—whether they keep their jobs, how infl ation affects them. And the people 
make up a wide range of individuals. 

 To make up a representative sample of the community, as the polling peo-
ple would say, it’s important to have a mix of ages, races, ethnic groups and, of 
course, men and women. And if the story is about the economy sagging or soar-
ing, we will want to hear how it affects families. 

   Mutual Dependency 
 The source is the reporter’s lifeblood. Without access to information through 

the source, the reporter cannot function. The reporter is just as necessary to most 
sources, for without the journalist the source has no access to the public. Sources 
in the public sector need reaction to their proposals and policies. 

 Out of this mutual need a source–reporter relationship develops: The source 
will provide the reporter with information and will brief him or her on develop-
ments. In return, the reporter will write a fair account of the material. 

 As events become more complex, the reporter’s dependence on sources 
increases. When a reporter learns of a probable future event, such as the presenta-
tion of the municipal budget to the city council, he or she may ask a source for 
background so that the diffi cult story can be written authoritatively. The court-
house reporter who learns through the grapevine that the grand jury is about to 
return an indictment against the city clerk will ask the district attorney for a brief-
ing. Sources usually are happy to comply because they prefer an accurate story 
to a rush job. 

             Protecting Sources 
 Occasionally, a reporter is asked to protect a source’s identity. An investigative 

reporter learns from a police offi cer that a convict serving a life term for murder 
was convicted on perjured police testimony. In return for the tip about the frame-
up, the reporter must promise not to name the source. 

 All states have some kind of protection for journalists, but in some states, a 
reporter who tries to protect a confi dential source may face contempt charges and 
jail. State press associations usually distribute pamphlets about reporters’ rights. 

     Bias  
“. . . there is no such 

thing as an independent 
source, and the first thing 
a reporter should ask 
himself when he is talking 
to anyone whom he thinks 
may be a source is, ‘Why is 
this source talking to me? 
What is in it for him?’ First, 
I have to find out what is in 
it for him before I find out 
what is in it for me. . . . I 
would never assume that 
any source is telling me the 
whole truth, because I don’t 
think the source knows the 
whole truth. . . .”   

 —Murrey Marder     

     Too Close  
“A reporter who could 

call Henry Kissinger by his 
first name wasn’t worth a 
damn on the Watergate 
story.” 

 —Benjamin Bradlee     
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 Sometimes, reporters have to overcome their reluctance to embarrass a friendly 
source with a tough story. Walter Lippmann said there must be a “certain distance 
between the reporter and the source, not a wall or a fence, but an air space.” 
Once a friend becomes an offi cial, he said, “you can’t call him by his fi rst name 
anymore.”  

  Protecting Michael   Early in his career with the Chicago Bulls basketball team, 
Michael Jordan asked reporters not to reveal that he had a child, since he wasn’t 
married. They went along, says Robert Blau, associate managing editor for proj-
ects and investigations at the  Chicago Tribune.  “They liked him. They wanted to 
be liked by him. And they needed him,” Blau says. “There’s a healthy debate to 
be had over whether the out-of-wedlock child born to a basketball player, even a 
superstar, is newsworthy. It certainly has nothing to do with performance on the 
court. But given Jordan’s carefully choreographed image, the information might 
have been useful in assessing the man,” Blau says. 

 “Protecting sources and currying their favor so they will remain sources, 
whether in a sweaty locker room or a swank boardroom, too easily crosses the 
line from common sense to conspiracy, cheating the public and betraying the 
truth,” he says. 

   The Expert 
 People tend to believe those in authority. The more impressive the title, the 

higher the social position, the more prestigious the alma mater, the more faith 
people have in the expert or authority. This trust in authority is known as the 
“hierarchy of credibility”—the higher on the scale the authority is, the more 
believable the source is thought to be. When the journalist surrenders to this 
tendency, he or she allows those in power to defi ne events and situations. 

 Reporters must be careful to use sources only within their areas of expert 
knowledge. A banker can talk about banking, a general about the strategy and 
tactics of war. But it is unwise to rely on a banker for comments on the nation’s 
economy or on a general as an authority on international affairs. They may be less 
useful than the labor department area representative or the assistant professor of 
international affairs at a local college. 

 “The real news,” says James McCartney, who covered Washington for the 
Knight Ridder newspapers, “frequently does not come from the top, from autho-
rized statements at the White House or State Department or other agencies. Nor-
mally those words are spin. Often, important news comes from the deep bowels 
of the bureaucracy or from no-name staff members of congressional committees. 
It comes from those who know what is going on and who think it is important for 
the public to know.” 

 A reporter’s best sources are those who have demonstrated their knowledge 
and competence. Reporters should drop sources who are proved wrong in their 
observations and assessments, whether they served in the president’s cabinet, 
ran a multimillion-dollar import business or graduated summa cum laude from 
Harvard.              

 She Knows Best   
 For a story on crowded 

classrooms, the best sources 
are the teachers and the stu-
dents, not the president of 
the board of education. 

James Woodcock, 
The Billings Gazette
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  Reliability Tests 

  For sources on the beat, those the reporter is in touch with on a regular basis, 
reliability is usually determined by consistency. That is, the source is considered 
reliable if in the past the information he or she supplied proved accurate.             

 For transient sources, those interviewed for a particular story, the test is more 
complicated:

    Was the person an observer of the incident, or did he or she hear about it from 
someone else?  

  Is the person a competent observer? An airline employee would be a bet-
ter source for information about an airplane crash than would a student or a 
salesperson.  

  Can the source supply precise details that have the ring of truth and seem con-
sistent with the facts?  

  Are several sources offering the same information? Generally, when sev-
eral people provide the same version of an event, chances are good that the 
accounts are reliable.         

  Checking the Prospectors   Kevin Krajick’s magazine story about diamond 
prospectors led him to think about making a book out of the prospectors—a 
strange and secretive group—and the forbidding far north country in Canada 
where they searched. 

 “When I started on the book, I discovered that my reporting work had just 
begun,” Krajick says. “In digging deeper into the details, I found all sorts of sub-
sidiary characters who also had tales to tell—some in confl ict with those of the 
main characters. Sometimes people who were in the same spot at the same time 
had differing versions. 

•

•

•

•

Lucy Morgan of the  St. Petersburg Times  capital bureau 
in Tallahassee has a list of suggestions for the treatment of 
sources. Here are her top four:

  Be nice to everyone. This may sound like something 
you should have learned in kindergarten, but you’d 
be surprised how many reporters ignore this advice. 
Get to know everyone’s name, including the janitors. 
You can never tell when one of them will give you a 
good tip. 

 Sources usually prefer nice reporters to nasty ones. At 
least, the nice sources do.  

1.

 The Care and Feeding of Sources 

  Ask people to help you. Tell people you are interested 
in what they are doing and ask them to call you later 
if something develops. You’ll be surprised how many 
people will do just that.  

  Help the people you encounter each day understand 
what news is. You may have to teach them one story at 
a time, but when they realize what you are interested in, 
you’ll hear from them.  

Listen. Let people tell you their story, even if it’s more 
than you want to know. Be patient. Get to know the 
whole person.

2.

3.

4.

     Blogs as Sources  
Blogs and more blogs. A 

score of new blogs are born 
every few minutes. Some 
are froth, some sediment, 
some sludge. A few are 
useful. Thomas L. Friedman, 
columnist for  The New York 
Times,  says: “I like blogs, 
but the only bloggers who 
appeal to me are those who 
do reporting and aren’t 
just sitting at home in their 
pajamas firing off digital 
mortars.”   
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 “This led me to examine more deeply who had a stake in the story coming out 
a certain way—and who could be considered an impartial witness. 

 “Sometimes it even came down to a rough sort of vote. If four people saw the 
same event and three told the same story, it seemed likely the fourth guy was 
either misremembering or fudging it. 

 “Sometimes I would go back to the fourth person and run the other version 
of the story past him. Human memory is a funny thing. Even the smartest peo-
ple forget things, remember things that never happened, are open to suggestions 
afterwards. They make their own myths, about themselves and others. Eyewit-
nesses are not always reliable. 

 “The best a writer can do is to get reasonable agreement among the parties, or 
else give the confl icting versions, point out no one agrees and move on fast . . . 
unless you  really  know what happened and can prove it.” 

 Krajick’s book is  Barren Lands: An Epic Search for Diamonds in the North 
American Arctic.    

  Internet Reliability 
 Experienced journalists approach the Internet cautiously. They know that 

Web pages can remain for years without being updated and that little is available 
about events before 1995 because that was when material began to be placed on 
the Web. 

  Rating Presidents   The study by the Lovenstein Institute reported on the Inter-
net detailed the fi ndings of a four-month investigation into the intelligence quo-
tient of presidents over the past 60 years. In its ratings of the 12 presidents from 
Franklin D. Roosevelt to George W. Bush it found IQs for Bill Clinton to be 182; 
Jimmy Carter 175; John F. Kennedy, 174; . . . Ronald Reagan, 105; George Bush, 
98; George W. Bush, 91. 

 The material made its way to newspapers and stations and was reported on 
several academic listservs. It continued to make the rounds until someone checked 
the so-called Institute and learned it does not exist, that the study was a hoax.  

  Internet Checks   “Check and confi rm before using Internet material,” says 
Elizabeth Weise of  USA Today.  To confi rm, Weise will talk to someone she 
knows to be reliable or make a telephone call to the source to verify the informa-
tion. “Unless the person is already known to you, as a general rule never quote an 
individual without speaking to him or her on the telephone to confi rm his or her 
identity.” 

 Jan Alexander and Marsha Ann Tate, librarians at Widener University, have 
fi ve tests for Web page reliability:

    Authority —Who put the page together? Can you reach the people who put it 
together? Can you tell who wrote the information on the page and what their 
qualifi cations are?  

   Accuracy —Is there a source for information that you can check with to 
verify the information?  

Bill Clinton—182 IQ

Richard Nixon—155 IQ

George W. Bush—91 IQ
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   Currency —Is the page updated? Can you tell when the information was 
written, when posted?  

   Coverage —Is the material thorough? Are issues neglected?  

   Objectivity —Is advertising clearly separated from information? If there is 
bias, is it made clear?     

  Reliability Ratings   Here is a reliability scale devised by Steve Miller of  The 
New York Times: 

    Government data —Material from federal, state and local sources. The fi g-
ures, not the comments about them, are almost always reliable.  

   Studies by universities and colleges —These materials, usually in the form of 
articles in scholarly journals, are peer-reviewed before publication.  

   Special-interest groups —Although these have agendas they pursue, some 
have reputations as reliable sources.  

   Home pages —The least reliable and most questionable.        

  Physical Sources 

  The range of physical information is enormous. The availability of physical 
sources is limited only by the reporter’s knowledge of their existence. 

 Databases provide quick access to dozens of excellent sources, from census 
material to local arrest records. Donald Barlett and James Steele turned to  The 
Philadelphia Inquirer  databases for material for their prize-winning series about 
the federal Tax Reform Act. “Once you would come up with a name of somebody, 
you could go right to one of these databases and see what was known about him 
very quickly,” Steele said. The database made it possible to pack large amounts 
of convincing detail into their stories, such as the description of the widow who 
inherited $4 million more from her late husband’s estate under the giveaway 
terms of the act.  

   Not All Sources Are Equal 
 Not all physical sources are of equal reliability. Tables of vital statistics are 

more reliable than the city offi cial’s summary introducing the tables. The world 
almanac is more reliable than a newspaper clipping of the same event, for the 
almanac is usually the work of professional researchers, and the news story may 
have been written in a hurry before all the facts were in.  

  Paper Trail 
 Much can be learned by tracking a person through the many documents he or 

she leaves behind. Such searches are described as “following the paper trail.” The 
trail is strewn with material: a birth certifi cate, hospital records, school records, 

1.

2.

3.

4.

     Specialized Publications  
 If you are doing a piece 

on the fast-food industry, 
says a reporter, look at the 
 Nation’s Restaurant News.  
Want to know whether 
Americans drink more soda 
pop than water, consult 
 Beverage Industry.  These 
publications are part of the 
massive trade press, and 
they are a valuable source 
of specialized information.    
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real estate transfers, marriage and death certifi cates. Two examples of what can 
be learned:          

    Home:  What it cost; what was paid and what was borrowed for the down 
payment; who holds the mortgage and how much it amounts to; liens on the 
property; the amount of property taxes paid and any delinquencies.  

   Automobile:  Registration number; title information; name and model of 
vehicle; year of manufacture; license plate number. Automobile records also 
include data on the owner—name, age, height, weight, offenses.     

  Databases 
 Reporters mine the vast array of databases available: 

  Drivers and Borrowers   When the Paddock papers in the Chicago area wanted 
to know what happened to people arrested for drunk driving, reporters fed into the 
computer 1,500 drunk driving arrests and their dispositions. The fi nding: More 
than two-thirds of those arrested avoided conviction. Only 1 in 15 was jailed or 
fi ned heavily. The  Atlanta Constitution  used local bank records to show a pat-
tern of racial discrimination in housing loans, and it won a Pulitzer Prize for its 
stories.  

  Led to Slaughter   Martha Mendoza of the AP used the computer to track the 
handling of a multimillion-dollar federal program designed to protect thousands 
of wild horses on public lands. Under the direction of the Bureau of Land Man-
agement, the program allows individuals to adopt up to four horses each and care 
for them. After a year, the adopters are given legal title to the animals. At that 
point, Mendoza found, many of the owners, some of them BLM employees, were 
selling the horses to slaughterhouses—at a profi t of $700 a horse. After her rev-
elation, the BLM admitted that about 90 percent of the horses in the program 
were sold for slaughter.   

 For a listing of sources on the Internet, see  Appendix E, Sources Online  in 
 NRW Plus.      

  How Reporters Use Sources 

  Let us accompany some reporters as they work with various kinds of sources 
for their stories. The fi rst story is the type that puts reporters on their mettle, the 
late-breaking event that must be handled quickly and accurately.  

   A Fatality 
 The story takes us to a New Jersey newsroom where Alice is making late po-

lice checks, which consist of calling area police departments not personally cov-
ered by the police reporter. Here, the reporter must rely on human sources. There 
is little opportunity to examine police records. 

Check Think Tanks
 Funding sources can 

bias seemingly indepen-
dent organizations that 
offer background mate-
rial. Reporters often quote 
officials of these organiza-
tions and cite their studies 
but fail to indicate who is 
funding the think tank. For 
funding information, see 
The Foundation Center, 
 http://fdncenter.org . 
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 Alice is told that a car plowed into a motorcycle at a stoplight and the two 
young people on the motorcycle were killed. The driver was arrested three miles 
down the highway and charged with drunken driving. The reporter knows this is 
a good story, but little time remains before the last edition closes, and she wants 
to put the story on the paper’s Web site as soon as possible. The rule in the news-
room, she remembers her editor telling her, is simple: “In baseball, if you get your 
glove on the ball and don’t handle it cleanly, it’s an error, no matter how hard it’s 
hit to you. If you get a story before deadline and don’t have it written for the next 
edition, you’re not a reporter.” 

 She has seen baseball games in which fi elders managed to touch a ball but 
were not given errors when they failed to throw the batter out. But she had not 
called that to her editor’s attention. She knows better. 

  Basic Information   Alice quickly learns the names of the victims and the driver 
as well as the location and circumstances of the accident. Knowing that the inves-
tigating offi cers are still writing their report, she asks if they are available at the 
station. They will have details she needs, especially about the chase for the driver. 
She then calls the mortuary to obtain background about the victims. Mortuaries 
usually have the exact spelling of a victim’s name, and his or her age, address and 
occupation. She now has enough information for a story on the Web site. 

 She next wants to call the parents of the victims for more precise information. 
Also, relatives often are around after an emergency to help out, and they might be 
able to tell her something about the deceased. But she decides that fi rst she will 
see whether the victims’ names are in the newspaper fi les. 

 During her interviews with the investigating offi cers, one of them mentions 
that this was the third motorcycle accident in the last month. She notes that on her 
pad for a quick check in the fi les, too.  

  Background Check   The check discloses this was actually the fourth motorcy-
cle accident in the county, one of the others having been fatal to a young man. She 
also fi nds a story about the young woman who was killed. She was the daughter 
of a prominent local family, and the story indicates she used a middle name. 

 Alice then decides to locate the parents of the man who died in the accident. 
She realizes that she had decided not to make those calls because of her distaste 
for intruding on the family’s tragedy. At some newspapers, reporters do not have 
to make such calls, she recalls a colleague telling her, but that is not the case at 
this one. The younger sister of the man answers the telephone and is able to sup-
ply some details about him. The additional information will go into another story 
on the Web site. 

 Alice used physical and human sources. One key to the story is her knowl-
edge that the investigating police offi cers might be at the police station writing 
up the report of the accident. She knows that the best sources are those close to 
the scene. Although they had not seen the accident, they had arrived quickly and 
had conducted the investigation. The names of the offi cers will add authenticity 
to the story.   
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  An Enterpriser 
 We turn from this spot news story to a story that begins with a chat between 

friends. 
 Jeffrey A. Tannenbaum, a reporter with  The Wall Street Journal,  is in the news-

room when a call comes in from a former college classmate, Ralph Sanders. 
 Sanders, who is blind, tells Tannenbaum he is active in an organization called 

the National Federation of the Blind and that the group is planning a demonstra-
tion. Sanders says that the blind are tired of being denied rights granted to sighted 
people. 

 Sanders suggests the demonstration will make a good story. Sensing a broader 
story than the coverage of an event that is being staged for the media, Tannen-
baum arranges to have lunch with Sanders. 

 “I was fascinated with the possibility of writing a story about the blind compa-
rable to early stories on the civil rights movement,” Tannenbaum says later. “In 
the course of a long interview, Sanders provided the theme for the story. I used it 
in the sixth paragraph of the fi nished story. 

 “What I needed to do after the interview was to document the central the-
sis. I needed to fi nd examples of ways in which blind people are discriminated 
against. And I needed to fi nd cases of discrimination in which blind people were 
militant.” 

 At lunch, Sanders provides some sources and examples of militancy. Tannen-
baum fi nds other examples by calling organizations of the blind. He learns about 
discrimination by checking with social agencies and human rights commissions. 
He is able to fi nd more than a dozen examples of discrimination. 

  Examples   “As a rule of thumb,” Tannenbaum says, “I like to have half-a-dozen 
highly readable, colorful, to-the-point examples in a story. Each one should illus-
trate a different aspect of the general problem, buttressing the main theme but not 
duplicating one another.” 

 He checks with people who might have another point of view on what the 
blind charge is discrimination. Tannenbaum says, “More than fairness is involved 
here. A good reporter knows that the best stories are multidimensional. Confl ict 
and controversy do make a better story, but they also accurately refl ect reality.” 

 Tannenbaum now has sources with specifi c complaints and incidents. He 
has a feeling an incident at a Washington, D.C., airport described by Keith and 
Elizabeth Howard should be well up in his story, perhaps the lead. 

 He interviews the head of Sanders’ organization and a blind professor of 
American history at Seton Hall College in New Jersey, who provides an excel-
lent quote that gives an overview. He consults some references for data about the 
blind. He has now interviewed 40 people and is ready to write. 

 Tannenbaum fi nds the writing goes quickly. “A well-reported story—one 
reported logically with a central theme in mind—tends to write itself,” he recalls 
an editor telling him. He begins with the Howards in a delayed lead and presents 
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  An Enterpriser: A Reporter-Initiated Story  
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   Summing Up 

 Reporters rely on human and physical sources. A study by Kathleen A. 
Hansen of the University of Minnesota journalism faculty found that Pulitzer 
Prize winners used a greater variety of physical sources in their stories than 
did nonwinners. The winners used more documents, reports, books and other 
printed matter and fewer interviews than did the nonwinners. 

 Yet many reporters rely on the interview for almost all their reporting. 
Stephen Hess found in his study of Washington reporters that journalists used 
no documents in almost three-fourths of their stories. When reporters are given 
more time to do stories, he says, “they simply do more interviews.” 

 Interviews are, of course, essential to reporting. We will next examine how 
to conduct them, and we will consider their place in the reporter’s arsenal of 
methods for digging out useful and relevant material.  

  Further Reading 

 Abel, Elie.  Leaking: Who Does It? Who Benefi ts? At What Cost?  
Winchester, Mass.: Unwin Hyman, 1987. (This is a 20th Century Fund 
study that examines leaks and their consequences to government and to 
journalism.) 

 Kovach, Bill, and Tom Rosenstiel.  Warp Speed.  New York: The Century 
Foundation Press, 1999. 

 Ritchie, Donald A.  Reporting from Washington: The History of the Washington 
Press Corps.  New York: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

 Ritchie describes a press corps, male and white until fairly recently, 
that has more often failed than succeeded in piercing the bureaucratic 
maze in Washington. He traces the origin of the shift in American politics 
when candidates began to be packaged “like bars of soap” to Richard 
Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign which was crafted “by a savvy team 
of media advisors.”   

the theme in his words in the fi fth paragraph and then in Sanders’ words in the 
sixth paragraph. The next two paragraphs are background. 

 Tannenbaum’s fi rst version had the blind professor’s quote lower in the story, 
but he remembered the guideline that good quotes should be put up high in a 
story.      
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 15  Interviewing Principles 
and Practices 

   Preview 
 Reporters conduct two types of interviews: 

  News interview:  The purpose is to gather information 
to explain an event or situation in the news. 

  •  Profi le:  The focus is on the individual.  

 Sources respond to interviewers they consider compe-
tent and trustworthy. Questions are directed at a theme 
the reporter has in mind, but if a more important theme 
emerges, the reporter develops it. 

 Reporters listen for what they call high-quality quo-
tations, the words that breathe life into their stories. 
Quotations are placed high in the story when they address 
its theme: “Good quotes up high,” editors tell their 
reporters. 

•

 In the stadium locker room, the half-dressed hurdler was stuffi ng his 
warm-up suit and track shoes into a battered black bag. Seated on a bench 
nearby, a young man removed a pencil and a notepad from a jacket pocket. 

 “I’m from the paper in town,” the young man said. “You looked sharp 
out there. Mind if I ask you some questions?” 

 The athlete nodded and continued his packing. 
 “First time you’ve been to this part of the West or this city?” the reporter 

asked. Another nod. This was not going to be easy, the reporter worried. 
The editor had told him to make sure he brought back a good story for 
tomorrow’s paper, the day the National Association of Intercollegiate Athlet-
ics would begin its outdoor track meet at the local college. The tall, lithe 
young man standing in front of the bench was a world record holder in the 
hurdles, the editor had said, and worth a story for the sports section. 

 The reporter tried again. “What do you think of our town?” The athlete 
seemed to see the reporter for the fi rst time. 

Relevant questions elicit newsworthy replies.

Curt Hudson

The secret to good stories 
is asking the right questions.
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 “I don’t know anything about this town,” he replied. “I’m here to 
run. I go to the East coast, the West coast, here. They give me a ticket at 
school and I get on a bus or a plane and go. My business is to run.” He 
fell silent. 

 Rebuffed, the reporter struggled to start the athlete talking again. In the 
20-minute interview, the hurdler never really opened up. 

 Back in the newsroom, the reporter told the editor about his diffi culties. 
They seemed to begin with his fi rst question about whether the athlete had 
been to the town before. His boss was not sympathetic. 

 “First, you should have checked the clips and called his college for infor-
mation about your man,” the editor said. “That way you could have learned 
something about him, his record or his school. You might have used it to 
break the ice. Or you could have asked him about the condition of the track, 
something he knows about.” 

 Then the editor softened. He knew that interviewing is not easy for 
young reporters, that it can be perfected only through practice. 

 “I think you have a good quote there about the business of running,” he 
told the reporter. “Did you get anything else about the places he’s been? 
That could make an interesting focus for the piece.” 

 Yes, the reporter said, he had managed to draw the hurdler out about 
where he had been in the last few months. With the editor’s guidance, the 
reporter managed to turn out an acceptable story.  

   News Interview 

  The major story on page 1 of a September issue of  The Hawk Eye  in Burling-
ton, Iowa, was about a three-alarm fi re that destroyed a two-story building that 
housed an automobile sales agency and a body repair shop. The reporter inter-
viewed several people for information to supplement his observations. Here are 
the people he interviewed and a summary of their comments:

      The owner:  15 cars destroyed; exact loss as yet unknown.  

   A fi re department lieutenant:  The building could not have been saved when 
fi refi ghters arrived. They concentrated on saving the adjoining buildings.  

   An eyewitness:  “I didn’t know what it was. It just went all at once. I seen it 
a-burning and I was scared to death.”  

    The fi re chief:  The state fi re marshal will investigate the cause of the fi re.    

 Although the reporter was not present when fi refi ghters battled the fi re during 
the early morning hours, the interviews with the lieutenant and the eyewitness 
give his story an on-the-scene fl avor. Because these interviews help explain the 
news event, we describe them as  news interviews.  

 Another local front-page story also relies on a news interview. A head-on 
automobile crash on Iowa Route 2 near Farmington took the life of a Van Buren 

•

•

•

•
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County woman and caused injuries to four others. The story is based on a call to 
the Iowa Highway Patrol.   

  Personality Interview 

  The other type of interview story is the  profi le  or  personality interview  in which 
the focus is a person rather than an event or situation. 

 Phoebe Zerwick of the  Winston-Salem Journal  writes profi les for a feature 
called “Tarheel Sketch.” In one, she profi led a federal district judge with a reputa-
tion as a hero to the disadvantaged. 

 “Over the past 20 years,” Zerwick writes, “advocates for black children sent 
to inferior schools, poor people awaiting public assistance, disabled people who 
have been kicked off the Social Security rolls, and mentally disturbed children 
locked away in state hospitals have climbed the stairs to that courtroom. And over 
the years, McMillan has provided them with relief.” (See Zerwick’s story on the 
next page.) 

 Before we examine the two types of interviews in detail, let’s look at the prin-
ciples that guide journalists when they interview sources.   

  Four Principles 

  Here are the four basic guides to successful interviews:

1.     Prepare carefully,  familiarizing yourself with as much background as 
possible.  

2.    Establish a relationship  with the source conducive to obtaining information.  

3.    Ask questions that are relevant  to the story and that induce the source to talk.  

4.    Listen and watch attentively.           

   Preparation 
 There’s a saying in newsrooms that good interviews follow the two “P’s”—

 persistence  and  preparation.  Persistence is necessary to persuade people to be 
interviewed, and it is essential in following a line of questioning that the subject 
may fi nd uncomfortable. 

 Preparation may consist of a few minutes spent glancing through a story in last 
week’s newscast before dashing out to interview a congresswoman on a fl ying 
visit to look at the local Veterans Hospital where cutbacks have affected care. For 
a profi le of the new university president, it may be a prolonged examination of 
clippings and material that databases have turned up. 

 Clyde Haberman, a  New York Times  columnist, says “exhaustive research is 
the basic building block of a successful interview.” 

     Let Them Talk  
 The quotations used 

in a personality interview 
reveal the person’s major 
characteristics. An interview 
with the comedian George 
Carlin before his death con-
sisted mostly of some of his 
self-descriptive epigrams:  

 I’m a high-tech 
lowlife. A cutting edge, 
state-of-the-art, bi-
coastal multitasker, and 
I can give you a giga-
byte in a nanosecond.   

 I’ve got a personal 
trainer, a personal shop-
per, a personal assistant 
and a personal agenda.   

 I’m hangin’ in, there 
ain’t no doubt, and I’m 
hangin’ tough.     
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  Research   A.J. Liebling, a master reporter who moved from the newspaper 
newsroom to  The New Yorker  magazine, is quoted in  The Most of A.J. Liebling,  
edited by William Cole: “The preparation is the same whether you are going to 
interview a diplomat, a jockey, or an ichthyologist. From the man’s past you learn 
what questions are likely to stimulate a response.” 

 When Liebling interviewed the jockey Eddie Arcaro, the fi rst question 
Liebling asked was “How many holes longer do you keep your left stirrup than 
your right?” 

 “That started him talking easily, and after an hour, during which I had put in 
about twelve words, he said, ‘I can see you’ve been around riders a lot.” 

 “I had,” Liebling said later, “but only during the week before I was to meet 
him.” In his preparations, Liebling had learned that most jockeys on counter-
clockwise U.S. tracks help balance their weight and hug the rail by riding with the 
left stirrup longer than the right. A rail-hugging journey is the shortest distance 
from the starting gate to the fi nish line. 

 Research begins with the fi les about the subject. If the interviewee is well-
known,  Who’s Who in America  and other biographical dictionaries can be 
consulted. Most reference works are accessible online. People who know the 
interviewee can be asked for personal information and anecdotes. 

 Research serves four purposes: (1) It suggests tentative themes for the inter-
view and specifi c questions. (2) It provides the reporter with a feel for the subject. 
(3) It provides useful background. (4) It enables the reporter to establish an open, 
friendly relationship with sources, who are pleased that the reporter took time to 
learn something about them.   

  Establishing a Relationship 
 When Sheryl James of the  St. Petersburg Times  was interviewing sources for 

her prize-winning series on abandoned infants, she realized that many of those 
she was interviewing were unaccustomed to talking to a reporter. “I was dealing 
with good but somewhat unsophisticated people,” she says, “who would have 
been easy to manipulate. It was a challenge to be sure they understood what I was 
doing and to keep promises made during the reporting process that I could have 
broken with impunity.” 

 James focused on a woman who was charged with leaving her baby in a box 
near a Dumpster. She had to develop a relationship with the woman. “I simply 
tried to be straightforward about what I was doing,” James said, “and get her to 
trust me, to know that I would keep my word to her. 

 “When I fi nally did interview her, I felt as I do with many people I interview—
I try to establish a relaxed rapport, to be human myself so that they know I’m not 
a media monster.”         

  Give-and-Take   The early stage of the interview is a feeling-out period. The 
interviewee balances his or her gains and losses from divulging information the 
reporter seeks, and the reporter tries to show the source the rewards the source 
will receive through disclosure of the information—publicity, respect, the feeling 
that goes with doing a good turn. 

   Preparation Pays Off 
    Reporters interview a 

wide range of people that 
include 6-year-olds and gov-
ernors, even Mali tribesmen, 
as Sydney Rubin of the AP is 
doing here.     

Axel Schultz-Eppers, AP

  From Off to 
On the Record  

Journalists abide by 
requests to go off the 
record. But Mark Silva of 
the  Chicago Tribune  says 
it’s worth trying to put the 
person’s comments on 
record:  

 After you’ve agreed 
to go off the record 
and have talked for half 
an hour, you go back 
and say, “You know, 
this point you made 
here, can we make that 
‘On’?” Often, people 
will be comfortable 
once they’ve heard their 
words. 
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 But when the source concludes that the risks outweigh the possible gains and 
decides to provide little or no information or is misleading, the reporter has sev-
eral alternatives. At one extreme, the reporter can try to cajole the source into a 
complete account through fl attery. At the other extreme, the reporter can demand 
information. If the source is a public offi cial, such demands are legitimate be-
cause offi cials are responsible to the public. The reporter can tell the source that 
the story—and there will be some kind of story—will point out that the offi cial 
refused to answer questions. Usually, the source will fall into line.   

  The Questions 
 Careful preparation leads the interviewer to a few themes for the interview, 

and these, in turn, suggest questions to be asked. But before the specifi c questions 
are put to the interviewee, a few housekeeping details usually are attended to, 
vital data questions. Questions of this sort are nonthreatening and help make for 
a relaxed interview atmosphere. Also, they are sometimes necessary because of 
confl icting material in the fi les, such as discrepancies in age or education. 

 Harold Ross, the brilliant and eccentric former newspaperman who founded 
and edited  The New Yorker,  slashed exasperatedly at the pages of profi les and 
interviews that lacked vital data. “Who he?” Ross would scrawl across the copy.           

  Direct Questions   Most questions fl ow from what the reporter perceives to be 
the theme of the assignment. A fatal accident: Automatically, the reporter knows 
that he or she must fi nd out who died and how and where the death occurred. 

 A reporter is told to interview an actor who had been out of work for two years 
and is now in a hit musical. The reporter decides that the theme of the story will 

  “Different people have to be approached different 
ways. You have to treat people differently based on the 
circumstances.” 

  — David Cay   Johnston ,  The New York Times   

 “‘You want a good interrogator?’ Jerry Giorgio, the 
New York Police Department’s legendary third-degree man, 
asks. ‘Give me somebody who people like, and who likes 
people. Give me somebody who knows how to put people 
at ease. Because the more comfortable they are, the more 
they talk, and the more they talk, the more trouble they’re 
in—the harder it is to sustain a lie.’“ 

  — Mark   Bowden ,  The Atlantic Monthly   

 Memory is good within a day of the experience 
but dims with time. “With the passage of time, 
memory shifts from a reproduction of the past to a 

  Interviewing Tips 

reconstruction that is heavily influenced by general 
knowledge and beliefs.” 

  — Daniel L.   Schacter , professor of psychology, Harvard  

 “List question topics in advance—as many as you can 
think of, even though you may not ask all of them and 
almost certainly will ask others that you do not list.” 

  — Fred   Zimmerman ,  The Wall Street Journal   

 “You ask a question that may be very meaningful. Then 
you move away from it. I do it sometimes even if the person 
doesn’t get particularly fi dgety, because I don’t want him to 
think what he has told me is necessarily important to me. 
I’ll move to another question and say, ‘What’s that on the 
wall?’ Whatever. Anything that will divert him . . . and then 
come back and ask another very pointed question.” 

  — Wendell   Rawls  Jr., veteran newsman    

Beatle Talk
  Interviewer:  Sorry to 

interrupt you while you are 
eating, but what do you 
think you’ll be doing in five 
years when this is over?  

 John Lennon:  Still eating.
   Interviewer:  One of 

your hits is “Roll Over 
Beethoven.” What do you 
think of Beethoven?   

Ringo Starr:  He’s great. 
Especially his poems.   

Interviewer:  (after the 
Beatles were honored by 
the Queen): What do you 
think of the Queen?   

Paul McCartney:  She’s 
lovely, great. She was just 
like a mum to us.   

Interviewer:  What do 
you call your haircut? 

George Harrison:  Arthur. 
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be the changes the actor has made in his life. He asks the actor if he has moved 
from his tenement walk-up, has made any large personal purchases and how his 
family feels about his being away most nights. These three questions induce the 
actor to talk at length.  

  Open- and Closed-Ended Questions   When the sportswriter asked the hurdler, 
“What do you think of our town?” he was using what is known as an  open-ended 
question,  which could have been answered in general terms. The sports editor’s 
suggestion that the reporter ask the athlete about the condition of the track would 
have elicited a specifi c response—fast, slow, or slick—as it was a  closed-ended 
question.  

 The open-ended question does not require a specifi c answer. The closed-
ended question calls for a brief, pointed reply. Applied properly, both have their 
merits. Two months before the budget is submitted, a city hall reporter may ask 
the city manager what she thinks of the city’s general fi nancial situation—an 
open-ended question. The reply may cover the failure of anticipated revenues 
to meet expectations, unusually major increases in construction costs, higher 
interest rates for municipal bonds and other factors that have caused trouble for 
the city. Then the reporter may ask a closed-ended question, “Will we need a 
tax increase?” 

 Reporters often begin their interviews with open-ended questions, which allow 
the source to relax. Then the closed-ended questions are asked, which may seem 
threatening if asked at the outset of the interview. 

 Television and radio interviews usually end with a closed-ended question 
because the interviewer wants to sum up the situation with a brief reply.  

  Tough Questions   Sometimes a young reporter fi nds that posing the right ques-
tion is diffi cult because the question might embarrass or offend the interviewee. 
There is no recourse but to ask. 

 Oriana Fallaci, an Italian journalist who was famous for her revealing inter-
views, says that her success may be the result of asking the world leaders she 
interviews questions that other reporters do not ask. 

 “Some reporters are courageous only when they write, not when they face the 
person in power. They never put a question like this, ‘Sir, since you are a dictator, 
we all know you are corrupt. In what measure are you corrupt?’” 

 Remarkably, heads of state, kings and guerrilla leaders opened up to Fallaci. 
One reason for this is her presumption that the public is entitled to answers and 
her unwillingness to be treated with indifference. When the heavyweight cham-
pion boxer Muhammad Ali belched in answer to one of her questions, she threw 
the microphone of her tape recorder in his face. 

 Another reason for her effectiveness is “her talent for intimacy,” as one jour-
nalist put it. “She easily establishes an atmosphere of confi dence and closeness 
and creates the impression that she would tell you anything. Consequently, you 
feel safe, or almost safe, to do the same with her,” writes Diana Loercher in  The 
Christian Science Monitor.  

     The Right Moment  
 When an interview 

begins, says Carol McCabe 
of  The Providence Journal,  
people are wary, stiff. 
Gradually “they lean back, 
they are open. Then you 
can begin to move,” she 
says. “The time to ask your 
most sensitive question is 
when the ‘mirroring’ starts. 
Mirroring is when they are 
doing the same thing you 
are doing. You begin the 
test: You push back in your 
chair and watch to see if 
they push back in theirs. 
You cross your right leg 
over the left one and see if 
they do it. You put one arm 
on the other arm, and see if 
they do it. That means they 
like you, you are together 
and that’s the time to ask 
your tough questions.”    

     Change, Edit 
Quotations?  

 “Is it ever permissible 
to edit or change a quote? 
The old-school newspa-
per writers and hard-ass 
purists in the group tend 
to insist not. But if you 
want to quote more than 
a sentence or two—if you 
want to do the oral history 
of a steelworker, or quote 
the reminiscences of a 
doo-wop group, or give a 
doctor’s account of a medi-
cal mystery . . . if you want 
your subject to spin a yarn, 
set a mood, speak with a 
voice—the question is not 
can you edit but can you 
avoid it?”  

— Michael Lenehan     
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 In her interview with Henry Kissinger, the U.S. secretary of state at the 
time, Fallaci had him admit that his position of power made him feel like the 
“lone cowboy who leads the wagon train alone on his horse.” His image of 
himself as the Lone Ranger caused an embarrassed Kissinger to say later that 
granting Fallaci the interview was the “stupidest” act in his life. It was, he said, 
“the single most disastrous conversation I have ever had with any member of 
the press.”  

  Intrusive Questions   Some questions are necessary, some not. The guidelines 
for relevance and good taste are constantly shifting, and reporters may fi nd they 
are increasingly being told to ask questions that they consider intrusive. This is 
the age of intimacy. The writer Ted Morgan says, “If you’re going to be honest 
with your subject, you can’t be genteel.” 

 Reporters who dislike asking these questions, preferring to spare sources 
anguish, are sometimes surprised by the frank replies. A reporter for  Newsday  
was assigned to follow up on an automobile accident in which a drunken youth 
without a driver’s license ran a borrowed car into a tree. One of the passengers, a 
15-year-old girl, was killed. In doing his follow-up story, the reporter discovered 
that most of the parents were willing to talk because, as one parent said, the les-
sons learned from the accident might save lives.   

  Listening for the Good Quote 
 “Great reporters are great listeners,” says Carl Bernstein of the Woodward-

Bernstein reporting team that exposed the Watergate cover-up that led to Presi-
dent Nixon’s resignation. The reporter is alert to the statement that will illustrate 
the theme of the article. A county coroner tells the police reporter that two broth-
ers died when their car hit a tree and “practically exploded.” A Republican con-
gressional candidate says his opponent is like a “traffi c cop directing us on the 
road to socialism.” 

  Let Them Talk   In an interview with Luis Manuel Delgado, whom Diana Griego 
Erwin encounters at a motor vehicle offi ce in Santa Ana, Calif., she fi nds Delgado 
unable to tell the English-speaking clerks what he needs. Does that bother him? Erwin 
asks. Here is an excerpt of their conversation from  The Orange County Register:   

 “I should know how to speak English,” 
he said with a quiet simplicity. “This is the 
United States.” 

 “My kids are very good,” he said. “They 
get good marks in school. They speak 
En glish. No accent. One wants to be a doc-
tor. When they fi rst came here I told them 
to study En glish and learn it well. Don’t let 
them treat you like a donkey like they treat 
your papa.” 

 I asked him if it didn’t hurt, being 
treated “como un burro,” as he said. 

 “No, I am not a donkey and my chil-
dren know it. They know I do all this for 
them. 

 “They are proud of me. Nothing anyone 
else says or does can make me sad when 
they have pride in me. 

 “And they will never be donkeys.”  
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 Sometimes, a single quote can capture the person or illuminate the situation 
the interview is about. In an interview with a former governor of Arkansas, Sid 
McMath, one quotation told a great deal. First, the background.  

  School Desegregation   In 1957, Gov. Orval Faubus defi ed a federal court order 
to desegregate Little Rock’s Central High School. Although President Eisenhower 
responded by ordering the 101st Airborne to enforce the court order, Faubus had 
legitimized resistance and there was violence when the few black students tried 
to enter the high school. 

 Faubus had been a small-time politico when McMath plucked him out of Mad-
ison County. 

 Years after the Little Rock confrontation, McMath was asked about Faubus 
and he replied: “The sorriest thing I ever did as governor was to build a paved 
road into Madison County so Orval Faubus could come down it.”  

  School Cruelty   Listen to Wendy Williams, a bright 13-year-old, talk to a 
reporter. She lives in a trailer park in Dixon, Ill. Her teacher recommended her 
for an advanced math class, but she said no. “I get picked on for my clothes and 
for living in a trailer park,” she said. “I don’t want to get picked on for being a 
nerd.”  

  Louisiana Politics   Earl K. Long, a member of the powerful Long political 
dynasty, was getting on and a reporter interviewed him for a profi le. Long told 
his interviewer, “When I die—if I die—I want to be buried in Louisiana so I can 
stay active in politics.”     

  The Interviewer’s Ground Rules 

  Both parties in an interview have certain assumptions and expectations. Gener-
ally, the reporter expects the interviewee to tell the truth and to stand behind what 
he or she has told the interviewer. The interviewee presumes the reporter will 
write the story fairly and accurately. 

 Having said this, we must admit to the exceptions. Sources may conceal, 
evade, distort and lie when they believe it is to their advantage. The reporter must 
be alert to the signs of a departure from truth. 

 The rules that govern the reporter’s behavior in the interview can be detailed 
with some certainty. Most journalists agree the reporter should:

   1. Identify himself or herself at the outset of the interview.  

  2. State the purpose of the interview.  

  3. Make clear to those unaccustomed to being interviewed that the material will 
be used.  

  4. Tell the source how much time the interview will take.  

  5. Keep the interview as short as possible.  

     Larry King on 
Interviewing  

 Over his 50-plus years 
in broadcasting, Larry King 
estimates he has con-
ducted more than 30,000 
interviews.  

The Larry King inter-
viewing technique:  

One of the things 
I always try to do is to 
ask questions that begin 
with the word  why.   

Don’t show bias.  
Don’t recite facts.  
Don’t ask questions  

that go  over,  tops, two 
sentences.    

     Listener  
 Lynn Hirschberg, whose 

profiles of Hollywood’s stars 
appear in many magazines, 
skewers her subjects as 
often as she applauds 
them. Yet they rarely turn 
down her request for an 
interview, and they always 
open up to her. Why? 
“It comes down to how 
interested you are in what 
they have to say. It’s just a 
matter of how much you 
want to listen.”    
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   6. Ask specifi c questions that the source is competent to answer.  

   7. Give the source ample time to reply.  

   8. Ask the source to clarify complex or vague answers.  

   9.  Read back answers if requested or when in doubt about the phrasing of cru-
cial material.  

  10. Insist on answers if the public has a right to know them.  

  11. Avoid lecturing the source, arguing or debating.  

  12.  Abide by requests for nonattribution, background only or off-the-record 
should the source make this a condition of the interview or of a statement.      

  Who’s in Control? 

  Reporters usually have specifi c information in mind that they seek in an inter-
view, and the sources who readily supply it need little coaxing or guidance. Some 
sources, usually experienced public offi cials and heads of corporations, try to take 
over the interview situation, to put it on their terms. If they supply the needed 
information, the reporter willingly plays the passive role. Increasingly, however, 
these sources attempt to use tactics to avoid direct answers. 

 In fact, many of these sources are coached to do just that. “For $4,000 to 
$10,000 a day trainers who are ethically and intellectually as diverse as journalists 
themselves teach the art of performing for the press,” writes Trudy Lieberman in 
the  Columbia Journalism Review.  “Today it’s a rare public soul who has not been 
media trained.” She says that politicians, government bureaucrats and “as many 
as 70 percent of corporate CEOs are taught how to parry reporters’ questions and 
deliver predetermined messages. 

 “Even fl ower sellers coached by the Society of American Florists know they 
should talk about the color of roses when reporters call about price gouging on 
Valentine’s Day.” 

 With these sources, a reporter has no choice but to wrest control.   

  The Profi le 

  The profi le is a minidrama, blending dialogue, action and description. Through 
the words and actions of the subject, along with those of his or her friends and as-
sociates, and with the reporter’s insertion of background and explanatory matter, 
a life is illuminated. 

 Momentum is the key requirement for the profi le. One of the obstacles to 
movement is the necessary background of the person profi led. Inserted in clots, 
the background brakes the story, stills its movement. The writer’s task is to blend 
background into the moving narrative. 

     Anticipate Questions 
Subjects May Have  

 Interviewers should 
anticipate these questions 
that a subject may be ask-
ing himself or herself at the 
outset of an interview:  
•  Why is this reporter talk-

ing to me?  
•  What is her purpose? Is 

she here to hurt, embar-
rass or help me?  

•  What sort of story does 
she intend to write?  

•  Is she competent, 
trustworthy or will she 
misunderstand, hurt me?  

•  Is she bright enough 
to grasp some of the 
complexities, or should I 
simplify everything?  

•  Will I have to begin at 
the beginning, or does 
she seem to have done 
her homework?    
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  On most days, his commute from Bur-
lingame to his downtown law offi ce in San 
Francisco took about half an hour. But on 
that Tuesday, he left at 8 a.m. as usual, 
turned on the radio and did not. . . .  

 The writer is describing how her subject heard a news story that infl uenced a 
career change. She goes on to tell us that he pulled off the highway, parked his car 
in a Wendy’s lot and began to think about becoming a teacher. Along the way, we 
learn that he lives in an affl uent suburb and is a lawyer.  

   Reporting Is the Key 
 Reporting makes the profi le. Joseph Mitchell, whose profi les for  The New 

Yorker  are considered the standard for the form, is described by Brendan Gill 
in  Here at The New Yorker,  a history of the magazine, as having had the ability 
to ask “just the right questions.” The questions would open up his sources, and 
Mitchell would closely attend their recollections and refl ections. He encouraged 
sources to a loquacity no one suspected they possessed. Mitchell knew that every-
one has a good story and that good reporting will fl ush it out. 

 In the dedication of one of his books, Calvin Trillin, a  New Yorker  writer, 
wrote, “To the  New Yorker  reporter who set the standard, Joseph Mitchell.” Note 
Trillin’s description of Mitchell as a “reporter.” Trillin, like all good writers, 
knows that reporting is at the heart of the journalist’s work.  

  Quotes, Quotes 
 Look back, and chances are that you will recall that your interest perked up 

when you came across quotation marks. As the novelist Elmore Leonard says, 
“When people talk, readers listen.” In interviews, the writer listens for the telling 
remark that illuminates the person or the situation. Leonard says he lets his char-
acters do the work of advancing his story by talking. He gets out of the way. 

 “Readers want to hear them, not me.” 

  Love Song   Listen to country music singer Lorrie Morgan talk about her prob-
lems: After her husband, the singer Keith Whitley, died of alcohol poisoning, 
Morgan was offered only slow, mournful ballads by her songwriters, she said in 
an interview with  The Tennessean  of Nashville. 

 “I mean, it was all kinds of dying songs,” she said. But then she fell in love 
with Clint Black’s bus driver, and she decided to change her tunes. 

 “I said, ‘I’m not going to do that. I’m not basing my career on a tragedy.’ I 
live the tragedy every day without it being in my music.” Her life, she said, has 
turned around, thanks to her new love. “He’s a wonderful, wonderful guy. This 
guy is very special, and I’m into him real bad.” However, not too long afterward, 
Lorrie’s love life took a detour—her affections switched to a politician, Fred 
Thompson, former U.S. senator from Tennessee. From 1994 to 1996, the two 

     Track Talk  
 In her book  Seabiscuit,  

Laura Hillenbrand describes 
a famous match race 
between Seabiscuit and 
War Admiral. Seabiscuit’s 
regular rider, Red Pollard, 
was unable to ride because 
of an injury and George 
Woolf was substituted. 
Pollard advised Woolf to let 
Seabiscuit run eye-to-eye 
with War Admiral, that the 
Admiral was not game.  

During the race, when 
Seabiscuit passed War 
Admiral, Woolf said he saw 
“something pitiful” in the 
Admiral’s eyes. “He looked 
all broken up. Horses, mis-
ter, can have crushed hearts 
just like humans.”    
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were romantically linked in the tabloids. But this, too, was to end. Let Morgan tell 
us what happened: 

  It was great to go out with an older man who was very successful on his own. 
. . . For a while, I enjoyed my fi rst exposure to politics. It was interesting to hear 
about political conversations, and people even began talking about Fred as a poten-
tial president. . . . I put myself to the task of being a great companion to a stimulat-
ing and important man, and as a result I became boring. . . . I had to stop and think 
about the political implications of everything before I uttered a word in public. . . . 
For a while, I wanted to marry Fred, but I knew he could not accept me as I am.    

  Listening and Hearing 
 There is an old saying that most people hear but few listen. Noise surrounds 

us, and we survive the clatter by tuning out. But reporters must listen. Their liveli-
hood depends on it. To become a good listener:

    Cut down your ego. You are conducting an interview to hear what others say, 
not to spout your opinions.  

  Open your mind to new or different ideas, even those you dislike.  

  Grant the interviewee time to develop his or her thoughts.  

  Rarely interrupt.  

  Concentrate on what the person is saying and make secondary the person’s 
personality, demeanor or appearance.  

  Limit questions to the theme or to relevant ideas that turn up in the interview.  

  Don’t ask long questions.    

  Swallowed   Good listeners will have in their notes the quotations that give the 
reader or listener an immediate sense of the person being interviewed—what are 
known as high-quality quotes. Oscar Lewis, the anthropologist who wrote about 
Spanish-speaking people, began his article “In New York You Get Swallowed by 
a Horse,” about Hector, a Puerto Rican, this way:  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

  “A $400 suit on him would look like socks on a 
rooster.” 

       —Gov. Earl Long of Louisiana  

 “Nixon is the kind of politician who would cut down a 
redwood tree and then mount the stump to make a speech 
for conservation.” 

  — Adlai   Stevenson   

  Colorful Quotes—Poisoned Darts 

 “Bill Clinton’s foreign policy experience stems mainly 
from having breakfast at the International House of 
Pancakes.” 

  — Pat   Buchanan   

 He is “lower than the regurgitated fi lth of vultures.” 

  —FBI Director  J. Edgar   Hoover  on  Jack   Anderson , 
muckraking columnist    

     Straight Talk  
 In a profile of Jeffrey M. 

Duban, a lawyer who rep-
resents professors denied 
tenure, students in disciplin-
ary proceedings and those 
involved in sexual harass-
ment claims, Piper Fogg 
of  The Chronicle of Higher 
Education,  quotes Duban:  

I was a professor. 
I know the system. 
They’re sons of bitches. 
These people are 
relentless. University 
administrators are 
unsparing. They will not 
say “uncle” unless you 
have them against the 
wall with your knee on 
their crotch.    
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  Recollection   In her profi le of the great jazz pianist Oscar Peterson in  Smithso-
nian  magazine, Marya Hornbacher lets Peterson recall one of his road trips 50 
years ago with Dizzy Gillespie. The group was “traveling down South, in some of 
the bigoted areas,” Peterson begins. 

  So it was two o’clock in the morning, or something like that, and we pulled up 
to one of those roadside diners. And I looked, and there was the famous sign: No 
Negroes. And the deal was, we all had duos or trios of friendship, so one of the 
Caucasian cats would say, What do you want me to get you? And they’d go in, and 
they wouldn’t eat in there, they’d order and come back on the bus and eat with us. 
But Dizzy gets up and walks off the bus and goes in there. And we’re all saying, 
“Oh my God, that’s the last we’ll see of him.” And he sits down at the counter—
we could see this whole thing through the window. And the waitress goes over to 
him. And she says to him, “I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t serve Negroes in here.” 
And Dizzy says, “I don’t blame you, I don’t eat ’em. I’ll have a steak.” That was 
Dizzy exactly. And do you know what? He got served.   

  Sleep Problems   During her reporting about adolescence, Laura Sessions Stepp 
of  The Washington Post  learned that sleep deprivation is prevalent among young 
people. “They need nine hours of sleep but are getting only six,” a sleep researcher 
told her. “This three-hour debt accumulates over a couple of days,” her source 
told Stepp, “until their bodies take over and fall asleep regardless of what they’re 
doing.” When that happens, disaster can be moments away, and this is how Stepp 
begins her story about sleep deprivation among teen-agers: 

 We had been talking of this and that 
when I asked him, “Have you ever been in 
New York, Hector?” 

 “Yes, yes, I’ve been to New York.” 
 “And what did you think of life there?” 
 “New York! I want no part of it! Man, 

do you know what it’s like? You get up in 
a rush, have breakfast in a rush, go to work 
in a rush, go home in a rush, even shit in a 
rush. That’s life in New York! Not for me! 
Never again! Not unless I was crazy. 

 “Look I’ll explain. The way things are 
in New York, you’ll get nothing there. But 

nothing! It’s different in Puerto Rico. Here, 
if you’re hungry, you come to me and say, 
‘Man I’m broke, I’ve had nothing to eat,’ 
and I’d say, ‘Ay, Benedito! Poor thing!’ 
And I’d give you some food. No mat-
ter what, you wouldn’t have to go to bed 
hungry. Here in Puerto Rico you can make 
out. But in New York, if you don’t have a 
nickel, or twenty cents, you’re worthless, 
and that’s for sure. You don’t count. You 
get swallowed by a horse!”   

  There wasn’t a day when Erik Utterman, 
a junior at Sidwell Friends School, didn’t 
leave school a little tired. But on this partic-
ular March evening two years ago, he felt a 
little drowsier than usual. He had been up 
all night, fi nishing an English composition. 
He had skipped lunch, then spent two hours 
after school at baseball practice. 

 He was two miles from home as he 
steered the family van east down West-
moreland Street in Falls Church about 6 
p.m. Edward Lee Rogers, an environmental 
lawyer who lived in nearby McLean, was 
driving west on the other side. . . .  
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 Utterman dozed off and his van struck Rogers’ Volvo on the driver’s side, 
killing him almost instantly. Stepp writes that “Utterman escaped without serious 
physical injury but with a vision he will carry always.” 

  As he whispered to his mother when she 
arrived at the scene, “Mom, I know I killed 
him. I know what his head looked like.”   

  A Tryout   Barry Singer of  The New York Times  lets Anne Wiggins Brown talk. 
Brown was the original Bess in George Gershwin’s famous folk opera  Porgy 
and Bess  in 1935. The fi rst African-American vocalist admitted to the prestigious 
Juilliard School of Music, she was a graduate student when at the age of 21 she 
heard that Gershwin was writing an opera “about Negroes in South Carolina.” 
She applied and was called for an audition at which she sang Brahms, Schubert 
and Massenet for Gershwin, who then asked her, “Would you sing a Negro spiri-
tual?” She fl ared at the request. She explains: 

     Trick Question  
 Tim Russert said his 

favorite interview for “Meet 
the Press” was with Ross 
Perot in 1992 when Perot 
was a third-party candidate 
for the presidency.  

“I said, ‘Mr. Perot, 
welcome to “Meet 
the Press,” your first 
appearance. You are an 
announced candidate for 
president. You have said 
the deficit is the most 
important problem con-
fronting the nation. What is 
your solution?”  

“He said, ‘What?’ I said, 
‘This is the way it works. 
You announce you’re 
running for president. You 
identify the problem, and 
then you offer a solution.’”  

“He said, ‘If I knew 
you were going to ask 
me these trick questions, 
I wouldn’t have come on 
your program.’ ”    

  I was very much on the defensive at that 
age. I resented the fact that most white people 
thought that black people should or only could 
sing spirituals. “I am very sorry,” I said, “but I 
haven’t any of  that  music with me.” And then 
I broke out, “Why is it that you people always 
expect black singers to sing spirituals?” 

 He just looked at me. He didn’t say 
anything or do anything at all; he didn’t 
appear angry or disturbed. But I saw that 
he understood my reaction. And as soon as 
I saw that, my whole attitude just melted 
away and I wanted more than anything else 

to sing a spiritual for this man. I said, “I 
can sing one spiritual without an accompa-
niment, if that’s O.K.” He told me it was. 
And I sang “City Called Heaven.” It’s a 
very plaintive, very melancholy spiritual. 
And I knew when I fi nished that I’d never 
sung it better in my life, because I was so 
emotionally involved at that moment. 

 He was very quiet for some time. 
Finally he spoke: “Wherever you go, you 
must sing that spiritual without accompani-
ment. It’s the most beautiful spiritual I’ve 
ever heard.” And we hugged one another.  

 Brown continues her refl ections on her career, and then she thinks of what 
might have been: 

  “If I had been born 20 years later, I might 
have sung at the Metropolitan Opera,” she 
mused. 

 “I might have marched for civil rights. I 
would have been here for that. I would cer-
tainly not have lived in Norway and my life 
would have been very different.” 

 “Of course,” she conceded, her eyes 
bright, “I would not have met Mr. Gersh-
win and that would have been a shame.”   

  Interview Others   The reporter interviews friends, associates, relatives of the 
main subject. The profi le of a popular psychology professor would be incomplete 
without comments from her students. After all, it’s their reactions to her lectures 
and her personal interest in them that makes her liked. 
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 When a young  New York Times  reporter turned in a piece about a nun who 
was an alcoholic and who counsels other similarly affl icted nuns, the story did not 
move past Charlotte Evans, an editor. 

 “As it stands,” Evans told the reporter, “all you have is a moderately interest-
ing interview with Sister Doody. You sat in a chair, and she sat in a chair and you 
had a chat. That’s not very good, considering the story material.” 

 “Did you talk to any nuns in treatment or just out of it?” 
 “Where is the anguish, the embarrassment, the guilt?” 
 “It doesn’t sound as if you had done any real reporting, digging, pushing. 

Where are the people, the quotes, the color?”  

  The Miner   Listen to Linda Raisovich-Parsons, one of the fi rst women to go 
into the coal mines, talk to Bharati Sadasivam: 

  I went into the mines when I was 18 years old and had just fi nished high 
school. There was not a whole lot of career opportunities for a girl back then in 
West Virginia. My father was a coal miner. He had multiple sclerosis and I didn’t 
want to burden him with the expense of a college education. . . . 

 Initially, he didn’t like the idea because he didn’t want his daughter working 
in that kind of environment. But when he saw that I was not just testing the waters 
and was determined to make a go of it, he taught me the ropes and looked out for 
his baby daughter. . . . 

 There was a lot of heavy lifting and carrying to do and that was what I found 
the most diffi cult. Most of the men took the position that well, if you’re here, 
you’ve got to pull your weight and I was determined that no one was going to 
prove that I wasn’t able to do the job.   

  All Quotes   Sadasivam’s magazine article consists entirely of direct quotes. She 
allows Raisovich-Parsons to tell her story. After several years in the mines, the 
United Mine Workers union offered her a job as a mine inspector. She would 
have been the fi rst female inspector. At fi rst, it was not easy. 

  There were some safety committees that simply couldn’t accept a woman and 
would bypass me and go to my male co-workers. And I often got the same reac-
tions from the coal companies. But there were others that were more accepting of 
me. I found the older miners more helpful and respectful than the younger ones. 
Sexual harassment was a problem initially but we’ve grown with these men and I 
think we’re just one of the crew now. 

 Let the reader:

   See the person—physical characteristics.  

  Hear the person—lots of quotations.  

•

•

  A Guide for the Profi le 

  Watch the person—lots of action.  

  Know the person—education, job, age, family, income, 
likes-dislikes, hobbies, successes-failures.     

•

•

     Advice  
 Samuel Johnson, the 

brilliant 18th-century En-
glish writer, advised those 
plying his trade that “more 
knowledge may be gained 
of a man’s real character by 
a short conversation with 
one of his servants than 
from a formal and studied 
narrative, begun with his 
pedigree and ended with 
his funeral.”    
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 I found women on the whole more safety-conscious than men. They took all 
precautions, made sure that all the equipment was working properly. You fi nd a 
very low accident rate among women. 

 I’m comfortable here, but there are times when I’ve felt like a token woman. 
But the few women that are there are very outspoken, the type of people who get 
out and get involved because they’ve had to be fi ghters and scrappers to get the 
job. I have a button from a women miners’ conference that says, “Just Another 
Mouthy Union Woman.”   

  Getting Close   “Tim Madigan can talk to anybody,” says Madigan’s editor at 
the  Fort Worth Star-Telegram.  Madigan interviewed 10 people for the newspa-
per’s “Angels Among Us.” Here is one of Madigan’s miniprofi les: 

  Jeanette Martin: Inspired Teacher 

 Dominique entered Jeanette Martin’s 
Fort Worth classroom still in diapers, a pro-
foundly handicapped 3-year-old boy barely 
able to walk, speak or eat solid foods. When 
he left three years later, Dominique gradu-
ated to a regular kindergarten class. 

 “You’ll have to excuse me,” says Mar-
tin, the ex-banking executive, who for the 
last seven years has taught disabled children 
in Fort Worth public schools “I get kind of 
emotional when I talk about this. I’m doing 
something now I would do for free.” 

 That sense of making a difference was 
absent in her 20-year banking career, she 
says now. So when her Arlington bank 
closed in 1989, Martin, then a senior vice 
president, began to volunteer at the Jo Kelly 
School for disabled students in Fort Worth. 

 “You’re a natural,” Jo Kelly Principal 
Leslie James told her then. 

 With that encouragement, and support 
from her husband, Don, she set off on a 
career path that would pay her roughly half 
of what she earned as a banker. In purely 
fi nancial terms, that is. 

 “If I have infl uenced their lives even half 
as much as they’ve infl uenced mine, then 
I’ll consider myself a success,” Martin says 
now. “I see these kids every day who have to 
struggle for things you and I take for granted 
or the things that are so easy for us. 

 “But they are so willing to do that and 
they try so hard. To me that’s an inspiration 
more than any football player or politician. 
They inspire me. Every day they inspire me 
to do the best that I can.”      

  From Friend to Authority Figure 

  Reporters can adopt the role of friend, confi dant and companion when sources 
appear to need encouragement before they will talk. When a source indicates he 
will cooperate only if he is sure that he will benefi t from the story, the reporter is 
reassuring, promising that her story will be fair and balanced. 

 Some stories require pressing sources to the point of discomfort or implying 
a threat should they fail to respond. Journalism often becomes the business of 
making people say what they would prefer to keep to themselves. Much of this 
is properly the public’s business, and the reporter who shifts roles from friend to 
authority fi gure or threatening power fi gure can justify his or her role as being in 
the public interest.  

  Appearance and 
Behavior    

 A reporter’s tattoo can 
be covered by a sleeve, but 
a pierced nose or tongue 
can be distracting to an 
interviewee.  

The fi rst impression 
a reporter conveys with 
appearance, dress, behavior, 
posture and hand and facial 
movements may be more 
important than anything 
the reporter says in the 
interview.  

 Mike Roemer 
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R.L. Chambers

Working People
The diverse ways people 

make a living are worth 
chronicling: the Indian 
jewelry craftsman, the coal 
mine inspector, the rail-
road worker, the billboard 
installer. Each has a fascinat-
ing story to tell.

Bharati Sadasivam

     Joseph Noble,  The Stuart  (Fla.)  News   

Mike Roemer

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch15_293-320.indd   309men11994_ch15_293-320.indd   309 12/18/09   5:03:29 PM12/18/09   5:03:29 PM



310 Part Four Reporting Principles

   Compassionate Listener 
 The compassion and understanding that Diana Sugg of  The Sacramento Bee  

took to the police beat resulted, she says, in “incredible stories about ordinary 
people.” 

 The suicide of a homeless man, Joseph King Jr., recorded in a brief note in the 
police reports, interested Sugg. “The detective who had worked the case knew 
me, and he told me how sad it was because before the suicide King and his home-
less friend had been talking about trying to get jobs.” Sugg tracked down King’s 
friend. “He told me how shy and skinny King was, and that he always needed 
protection. ‘I wasn’t fi nished teaching him yet about how to live on the streets, 
about how to deal with the cold,’ his friend said.” 

 Sugg began her story of the death of an anonymous street man this way: 

Interviewing 
Klansmen

  Peter Francis of   The 
Stockton   (Calif.)   Record  
 questions two leaders of 
the Ku Klux Klan about their 
plans to organize additional 
California chapters. The KKK 
national leader (on left) and 
the head of the California 
Klan said their program, 
which included racial seg-
regation, was attracting 
new members “every day.” 
Although the men were 
wary of the reporter’s inten-
tions, Francis was able to 
draw them out about their 
plans for enlarging their 
base in California.  

Rich Turner, The Stockton Record

  Joseph King Jr. was a tall guy, but he 
wasn’t a fi ghter, and on the streets where 
he lived, his best friend had to watch out 
for him. 

 Even in the Sacramento parks where 
they sometimes slept, King was in the mid-
dle, with a friend on either side of him as 
protection through the night. 

 But the 49-year-old man was weary, 
friends said. Tired of moving from home-
less shelter to homeless shelter. Tired of 
missing his former wife. 

 About 7 p.m. Thursday, after discussing 
with his best friend ways to get a job, the 
homeless man dove 20 feet over a ledge be-
hind the Sacramento Memorial Auditorium. 
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 With his buddy crying at his side in the 
dark loading area, King died. 

 “He was my best friend. That was the 
only friend I ever had that was something 

to me,” said Michael Lockhart, 31, who had 
been living on the streets with King for the 
past four years.  

  A Child Dies   Sugg spent two hours interviewing the family of a youngster who 
had died. When Randy Ray Harlan was four weeks old, his father—strung out on 
drugs and alcohol—had beaten Randy mercilessly. Since that beating, the child 
had been blind and brain damaged. Randy’s grandmother provided constant, lov-
ing care. Now, Randy could fi ght no longer. Five years after he was beaten so 
badly, he died. 

 When Randy’s sister asked, “Where’s Randy? Where’s Randy?” Sugg noted 
the grandmother’s reply: “I told you, he’s in heaven.” Then the grandmother 
turned to Sugg and said, “He was very special to Carrie. She would hold onto him 
and hug him and kiss him, but she knew he couldn’t do it back. All we could do 
was tell her he was sick.” 

 The grandmother recalled Randy: 
 “That little boy was a real fi ghter. I can imagine what he would have been like 

if this had never happened. He would have gone places. 
 “But it happened.”     

  Don’t Judge 

  Eric Newhouse took a nonjudgmental approach to his series about alcohol 
abuse when he dealt with the alcoholics in his area. He was neutral in interview-
ing Tara Fatz, manager of the Lobby Bar, who tells him that people are lined up at 
the door when she opens for business at 8 a.m. And he was nonjudgmental when 
he talked to Tom Jerome, drunk at 9 a.m. from the stash he keeps in an alley. 

 For Newhouse’s comments about how he gathered material for his Pulitzer 
Prize–winning series in the  Great Falls Tribune  and excerpts from some of his 
stories, see  Alcohol: Cradle to Grave  in  NRW Plus.                

  Invasive Questions 

  Thousands died when terrorists struck the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., and 
the World Trade Center towers in New York City. One of the tasks reporters faced 
was to interview survivors. 

 “It was one of the most emotionally gruelling assignments I’ve had in years,” 
one  USA Today  reporter said. “To have to talk to people who lost loved ones was 
shattering,” says Haya El Nasser. 

 Some of those whom reporters reached were angry. “Many people wanted 
nothing to do with me,” says Traci Watson, another member of the  USA Today  
reporting team assigned to write obituaries. “One person even sent an e-mail 
saying that everything possible should be done to stop us from writing about 

     Balancing Act  
“An interview is 

frequently the course you 
chart between what you 
came in knowing and what 
you’re finding out as it’s 
happening.” 

—Terry Gross, National 
Public Radio’s “Fresh Air”      

     Balancing Act  
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came in knowing and what 
you’re finding out as it’s 
happening.” 

—Terry Gross, National 
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     Analysis  
A psychiatrist at the 

University of California at 
Berkeley medical school 
says that if the subject of an 
interview thinks longer than 
you believe the answer to 
your question requires, this 
indicates a cover-up or lie. 
Also, he says, the length of 
an eyeblink is indicative—
the longer the blink, the 
more likely the subject is 
making up a story for his or 
her response.   
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a particular victim. My correspondent, who’d been a good friend of the victim, 
seemed to think it would be demeaning to have the victim reduced to ‘a blurb in 
a national newspaper.’” 

 But some friends and family did want to talk and “seemed to draw some com-
fort from doing so,” Watson says. 

 Mel Antonen says, “I started every conversation with, ‘I don’t want to be inva-
sive or insensitive, but we are gathering stories about the victims, and if you’d like 
to answer some questions we’d appreciate it. If not, we certainly understand.’ ” 

 One reporter looked back on the assignment, which lasted several days, and 
remembered: “The most heart-wrenching experience was hearing victims’ voices 
on answering machines. I’m known as a pretty tough cookie around here. But I’ll 
admit it: I cried many evenings.”          

   Tough Questions 
 Reporters who work on investigative stories use an interviewing technique 

that requires a straight face and a knowing tone of voice. Bruce Selcraig, a special 
contributor to  Sports Illustrated,  calls this the “assumed-truth question.” 

 “You’re trying to confi rm whether the FBI has begun an investigation at Ste-
roid University,” he says. “You may get nowhere if you simply ask an agent, ‘Can 
you confi rm this or that?’ Instead, try: ‘What’s the bureau’s jurisdiction in this 
case?’ ‘Which agent will be supervising the investigation of the university?’” 

 Selcraig suggests reporters watch how their subjects handle questions:     .        

  Notice stress indicators like frequent crossing and uncrossing of legs, constant 
handling of desk items (paper clips, pencils), picking at one’s clothing, and obvi-
ous signs like sweating or stuttering. He may not be lying yet, but you may be 
getting uncomfortably close to the right question. Try asking: “Have I made you 
nervous?” or “You seem bothered by something today.”     

  The Careful Observer 

  You are entering the offi ce of the chairman of the English department. You 
had telephoned to ask if you could interview him about the department’s plans to 
cope with the increasing numbers of high school graduates who arrive on campus 
poorly trained in reading and writing. He had told you to drop in about 3 p.m. 

 As you enter, you notice two paintings of sea scenes on a wall and two novels, 
a dictionary and a world almanac on his desk. Books in a fl oor-to-ceiling book-
case line one wall. These impressions do not particularly interest you because this 
will be a news interview focused on the situation, not the individual. 

 The chairman is worried, he says, about the growing numbers of students 
unable to understand college-level material. The chairman pauses often in his 
answers and occasionally goes to a shelf to take down a book that he reads to 
amplify a point. 

 “A friend of mine calls this the cretinization of American youth, and I used to 
laugh at him,” he says. He reads from a copy of  McGuffey’s Readers.  

     Interview with a Gay-
Bashing Murderer  

Chris Bull, the Washing-
ton correspondent for  The 
Advocate,  a national lesbian 
and gay newsmagazine, 
wanted to find out what 
motivated a Houston high 
schooler to plunge his Buck 
knife into a young gay 
man’s chest and leave him 
dying. Bull traveled to the 
state penitentiary in Hunts-
ville, Texas, to talk to Jon 
Christopher Buice, who was 
serving a 45-year sentence 
for murder.  

Bull says he’d been 
covering anti-gay violence 
for years. “It’s a harrowing 
beat.” The murder of Paul 
Broussard in Houston was, 
Bull says, “in many ways 
the quintessential murder. 
A gang of suburban boys 
descend on an urban gay 
community to terrorize its 
residents, gay or straight. 
Through a variety of cir-
cumstances, the behavior 
soon spiraled out of con-
trol, leading to a shockingly 
vicious attack.”  

See  Anatomy of a Gay 
Murder  in NRW Plus   
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 “This grade-school material is now at the high school level,” he says. “I won-
der if anyone cares.” He then reads from a Wordsworth poem that he says used to 
be memorized in grade school. No more, he says.      

  Musings   “I wonder just what they are teaching students in high school,” he 
says, “Not much, I fear, and that continues in college.” He stops speaking to toy 
with a battered cigarette lighter. You wonder whether to ask about it. 

 “A member of our department told me the other day that he received a note 
from a publisher that his book proposal made too many demands on students. 
Said the vocabulary was beyond college students. And the publisher gave a cou-
ple of examples—‘incomprehensible’ and ‘pernicious.’ I am afraid we are living 
in a period of lowered expectations, and students pick up on that. They know that 
they don’t have to do much to get by.” 

 He goes back to his cigarette lighter. “Am I asking too much of students? Am 
I damaging their self-esteem by suggesting that their reliance on the spell checker 
is foolish, that they should read more than the comics and the movie ads, spend 
less time on video games?”       

  The Human Element   Suddenly, you decide that the interview should include 
more than the plans of the department to offer more courses in remedial writing 
and grammar. The story will include the chairman’s musings, worries and person-
ality as well as his plans. That will help personalize it, make it more readable. 

 Quickly, you reexamine the offi ce to make note of the artists of the paintings, 
the titles of the books on the desk, and you ask about the cigarette lighter. (You 
learn the chairman uses it to relieve tension; he is trying to stop smoking.) 

 As the chairman talks, you note his mannerisms, his slow speech, his frequent 
stares out the window. A student enters the offi ce and asks for permission to drop 
a course, and you watch him persuade the freshman to give the course another 
week. 

 Noticing the family pictures on the chairman’s desk, you ask for their identi-
ties. Smiling, the chairman complies and then says, “You must be a believer in 
Whitehead’s remark that genius consists of the minute inspection of subjects that 
are taken for granted just because they are under our noses.” 

 You make a note of that, too, more for yourself than for the story. 
 Back in the newsroom, the editor agrees that the story is worth two columns, 

and he sends a photographer to take a picture of the chairman—toying with his 
cigarette lighter.   

  Details, Details 
 The reporter was acting in the best reportorial manner by noting specifi c de-

tails of the setting and the interviewee’s mannerisms as well as watching for any 
interaction with third parties. In looking for details, the reporter was seeking the 
material that gives verisimilitude to an interview. 

 It was not enough to say that the chairman toyed with a cigarette lighter. The 
reporter wrote of the “lighter that he fi ngered to remind him of his no-smoking 
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pledge.” The reporter did not write that the chairman had read from an elementary 
school reader used in U.S. grade schools generations ago. He gave the book’s 
title. The reporter did not merely quote the chairman when he spoke about the 
low scores of entering freshmen on the English placement test. The reporter noted 
the dejected slope of the chairman’s shoulders, and he checked with the college 
admissions offi ce to obtain the scores. 

 Too much for you, these warnings to be alert to every little detail? Then pon-
der the bewilderment of the  Baltimore Sun  reporter who turned in a story about a 
murder and was asked, “Which hand held the gun?” 

 The question is asked in newsrooms when a reporter writes a story that lacks 
convincing detail.            

  To Tape or Not to Tape? 
 Jan Wong, who wrote personality interviews for  The Globe and Mail  in To-

ronto, is a believer in the tape recorder. “If things get so tense that you need to stop 
taking notes for a moment, the tape is still running,” she says. “That happened 
with John Hurt, the British actor. I had asked him about his wives and girlfriends, 
some of whom cuckolded him. He got so mad he started shaking. I didn’t dare 
write or he would explode. 

 “But the tape kept going, so I didn’t lose a word.” 
 Wong says she keeps her recorder running even after she has closed her note-

book. “This is often when you’ll get the best stuff,” she says. 
 When Wong sits down to an interview she automatically turns on her tape 

recorder. “I don’t ask,” she says. “I just turn it on.” 
 Lillian Ross of  The New Yorker  has no use for the tape recorder and says fl atly, 

“Do not use a tape recorder. The machine, surprisingly, distorts the truth. The 
tape recorder is a fast and easy and lazy way of getting a lot of talk down. . . . A 
lot of talk does not in itself make an interview. . . . A writer must use his own ears 
to listen, must use his own eyes to look.”    

  Retroactive Requests 

  Sometimes a person being interviewed will suddenly stop and realize that he 
has said something he does not want to see in print or hear on television or the 
radio. 

 “Please don’t use that,” he will say. “It’s off-the-record.” 
 Should the reporter honor that request? It depends: If the source is a good 

contact and the material is not crucial to the story, the reporter probably will 
go along, particularly if the source is not a public figure or official. How-
ever, if the source has said something important, or the information is of 
concern to the public, then the reporter will usually reply that because the 
source knew he was talking to a reporter, he cannot suddenly go off-the-
record retroactively. 

     Cautions  
 Studies of memory 

and the use of handwrit-
ten notes have found that 
those who rely on their 
memories may omit some 
material, but copious note 
takers sometimes irritate 
sources or influence their 
responses.  

The author Truman 
Capote said that note 
taking makes people say 
“what they think you 
expect them to say.” 
Annette Garrett, author of 
a book on interviewing, said 
that copious note taking 
can interfere with the 
interviewer’s participation in 
the interview. Experienced 
reporters rely on notes to 
jog their memories, but few 
take verbatim notes.    
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 When Jessica Mitford was interviewing Bennett Cerf, one of the owners of 
the Famous Writers School, he chatted freely with the amiable but sharp-penned 
writer. In the middle of his discourse, Cerf realized he sounded contemptuous of 
the people who took the school’s correspondence course. 

 Here is how Mitford describes what happened, in her  Atlantic Monthly  article 
“Let Us Now Appraise Famous Writers”: 

  Opening Up 
Silent Sources     

 Elizabeth Bumiller, who 
reports from the Wash-
ington bureau of  The New 
York Times,  advises:  

Going in a round-
about way is usually very 
effective, more effective 
than beating them over 
the head. Talk about 
a lot of other things 
and just do it in a very 
circular way. People are 
smart. They know what 
you’re doing. But after 
an hour, it sometimes 
works. Usually, direct, 
angry confrontation is 
useless. I never do it.  
But Oriana Fallaci took 

an approach 180 degrees 
from Bumiller’s. Margaret 
Talbot describes it in a  New 
Yorker  profile:  

Fallaci’s manner 
of interviewing was 
deliberately unsettling; 
she approached each 
encounter with studied 
aggressiveness . . . and 
displayed a sinuous, 
crafty intelligence.    
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  While Mr. Cerf is by no means uncriti-
cal of some aspects of mail-order selling, he 
philosophically accepts them as inevitable in 
the cold-blooded world of big business—so 
different, one gathers, from his own cultured 
world of letters. “I think mail-order selling 
has several built-in defi ciencies,” he said. 
“The crux of it is a very hard sales pitch, an 
appeal to the gullible. Of course, once some-
body has signed a contract with the Famous 
Writers School he can’t get out of it, but 
that’s true with every business in the coun-
try.” Noticing that I was writing this down, 
he said in alarm, “For God’s sake, don’t 

quote me on that ‘gullible’ business—you’ll 
have all the mail-order houses in the country 
down on my neck!” “Then would you like 
to paraphrase it?” I asked, suddenly getting 
very fi rm. “Well—you could say in general 
I don’t like the hard sell, yet it’s the basis of 
all American business.” “Sorry, I don’t call 
that a paraphrase, I shall have to use both of 
them,” I said in a positively governessy tone 
of voice. “Anyway, why do you lend your 
name to this hard-sell proposition?” Bennett 
Cerf (with his melting grin): “Frankly, if you 
must know, I’m an awful ham—I love to see 
my name in the papers!”  

 When the source states beforehand that something is off-the-record and the 
reporter agrees to hear it on that condition, the material may not be used. Never? 
Well, hardly ever. Witness how Clifford D. May handles his source in this article, 
“Whatever Happened to Sam Spade?” in the  Atlantic Monthly.  A private detective, 
Jeremiah P. McAward, has been describing his diffi culties in shadowing people: 

  “It’s harder than you’d think,” McAward 
continues. “Don’t print this, but I once 
lost a pregnant Indian who was wearing a 
red blanket and had a feather in her hair, 
in Macy’s.” I reply that he cannot tell me 

something like that and expect that I won’t 
use it. “Really?” he asks. I nod. “All right, 
then.” There is a pause and then he adds. 
“But she just evaporated. A two-hundred-
pound Indian.”  

            Using and Abusing Quotes 

  Many reporters cleanse the language of free-speaking sources before putting 
their quotes into stories. They also correct grammatical errors and ignore absurd 
and meaningless statements that are not central to the story. 

 When the Canadian track star Donovan Bailey defeated the American Michael 
Johnson, Bailey was quoted in  The New York Times,  “He’s afraid to lose. We 
should run this race again so I can kick his rear one more time.” A reader e-mailed 

  Bleeped Veep     
For generations, political 

writers defined the vice pres-
idency of the United States 
by quoting John Nance Gar-
ner, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 
first vice president. Garner 
compared his job to “a 
bucket of warm spit.” Not 
really. Reporters and their 
editors cleansed Garner’s 
remark, which compared 
the vice presidency to “a 
bucket of warm piss.”   

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch15_293-320.indd   315men11994_ch15_293-320.indd   315 12/18/09   5:03:35 PM12/18/09   5:03:35 PM



316 Part Four Reporting Principles

the newspaper to say that he had heard Bailey on Canadian TV and that Bailey 
had actually said, “. . . so I can kick his ass one more time.” In a note to the staff, 
an editor wrote, “We shouldn’t have changed it to ‘rear.’ We don’t change quotes. 
(Since we also wouldn’t want to use the word ‘ass,’ the proper course would have 
been a paraphrase.)” 

 On the other hand, several newspapers quoted Rep. Patricia Schroeder’s 
response when she was asked how her congressional colleagues treat women. She 
replied, “A lot of men still don’t know that harass isn’t two words.”  

   Use It? Fix It? Cut It? 
 When an exact quote is ungrammatical and may cause the source embarrass-

ment, do we rephrase it? Another question: Can we eliminate three or four sen-
tences between the two that are relevant? The answers: Yes, and Yes. 

 “You ain’t did nothing wrong,” the mother was quoted in the fi rst edition as 
telling her son. In the next edition, it was paraphrased: Telling her son he had 
done nothing wrong. . . . 

 When the exact quotation captures the character of the speaker, most writers 
let it stand. Speaking of the blues, the musician John Lee Hooker said, “Since I 
was a kid it’s been a healing force for me. Since I was 12 years old. The blues 
done followed me. And I’ll never get out alive.” 

 Carol McCabe of  The Providence Journal-Bulletin  says, “I feel very strongly 
that it is condescending to make everyone sound as if they’re speaking Standard 
English when they’re not.” 

 As for splicing sentences, it’s OK so long as it does not change meaning.        

  Legal Angle 
 Alice Neff, a media lawyer, has these suggestions about quotations in the light 

of court decisions:

    If you use a tape recorder, listen to it to verify quotes.  

  Corrections of grammar, syntax, stuttering and fi lling in explanatory words are 
all acceptable changes to quotations.  

  It is acceptable to edit out irrelevancies and wandering.  

  It is acceptable to substitute words, without changing the meaning.  

   If you do make changes, consider the whole. Have you conveyed accurately 
what you think the person meant to say?    

       Literal Quotes 
 To some sources, reporters apply the whip of exact quotations. They know the 

validity of the statement by Arnold Gingrich, former editor in chief of  Esquire  
magazine, “The cruelest thing you can do to anybody is to quote him literally.”

•

•

•

•

•

  The Tabloid 
Approach     

 Jack Alexander of the 
 Weekly World News  says:  

I want to put quota-
tions in the source’s 
mouth so he just says 
“yes” or “no.” Then we 
will quote him as saying 
that. I ask the source, 
“Could this happen?” 
He says, “Oh yeah.” 
Then as far as we’re 
concerned, it did.  
Sal Ivone of the  Weekly  

says:  
If someone calls me 

up and says her toaster 
is talking to her, I don’t 
refer her to professional 
help. I say, “Put the 
toaster on the phone.”    
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            One of the delights for the reporters covering Chicago Mayor Richard Daley 
was quoting him exactly as he spoke. Angry at being attacked, Daley was 
quoted as saying, “They have vilifi ed me; they have crucifi ed me—yes, they 
have even criticized me.” And, on another occasion when he sought to inspire 
the citizens of his city, he said, “We will reach greater and greater platitudes of 
achievement.” 

 Daley had an uneasy relationship with reporters, who frequently pointed to 
corruption in his administration. Once, while lecturing reporters, he said that “the 
policeman isn’t there to create disorder; the policeman is there to preserve disor-
der.” Reporters delighted in quoting Daley’s introduction of the poet Carl Sand-
burg as Chicago’s “poet lariat.” 

 Chicago journalists are equal-opportunity quoters—everyone is fair game. 
When a candidate for mayor attacked aides of an opponent for visiting a “house of 
prosecution,” he was quoted as he spoke. And when another candidate remarked 
that he would be a “drum major for education” and would “get out in front and 
beat the banner,” he, too, was quoted as he misspoke.          

  Generous Journalists 
 Lest you conclude from all this that reporters are always intent on humiliat-

ing their sources and that you are much too compassionate to join this cut-throat 
company, here’s evidence to the contrary: 

 When a politician took the microphone at a meeting to defend a fellow politi-
cal candidate and said, “He is not the orgy some people think he is,” reporters 
substituted  ogre  for  orgy.  When Sen. Dennis DeConcini of Arizona endorsed 
a balanced budget amendment to the Constitution at a news conference by 

Miss U.S.A. Is 
Interviewed   

 Miss U.S.A. is telling 
reporters that the Miss 
Universe contest has helped 
her express her feelings and 
has widened her knowl-
edge.  The New Yorker  
describes the scene:  

“For instance, Miss 
India has a red spot on 
her forehead. And do you 
know what? She says it’s an 
Indian custom. . . .  

“One of the experiences 
I’ve had was just this morn-
ing,” Miss U.S.A. says. “I’m 
rooming with Miss South 
Africa, and I Just saw their 
money. You see people, 
but you never realize their 
money was different.”  

The reporters try to 
think of another question. 
Finally, one of them says, 
“What do you think of the 
feminist movement?”  

“Oh, I think femininity 
is the best thing on this 
earth,” she says.  

“What about 
masculinity?”  

“That’s just as 
wonderful.”    
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ing,” Miss U.S.A. says. “I’m 
rooming with Miss South 
Africa, and I Just saw their 
money. You see people, 
but you never realize their 
money was different.”  

The reporters try to 
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“What do you think of the 
feminist movement?”  

“Oh, I think femininity 
is the best thing on this 
earth,” she says.  

“What about 
masculinity?”  

“That’s just as 
wonderful.”    

 “We regard quotations as absolutely sacrosanct. If there 
is any reason at all to be tempted to change them, then 
you take the quotation marks off and paraphrase it.” 

  —The New York Times

 “Quotations should be exact. The words should not be 
rearranged for more felicitous phrasing.” 

  — The Washington Post 

 The magazine engages in “what is commonly known as 
cleaning up the quotes.” 

  — The New Republic   

 Holy Writ or Amendable? 

 “(W)riters and reporters by necessity alter what people 
say, at the very least to eliminate grammatical and syntacti-
cal infelicities. If every alteration constituted the falsity 
required to prove actual malice, the practice of journalism, 
which the First Amendment standard is designed to pro-
tect, would require a radical change, one inconsistent with 
our precedents and First Amendment principles.” 

  — Justice Anthony   Kennedy , U.S. Supreme Court  
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announcing, “It’s going to be a great day because we’re going to fi nally wrestle to 
the ground this gigantic orgasm that is just out of control, that absolutely can’t put 
itself together.”—well, what would you have done?    

  Anonymous and Confi dential 

  Sources do not always want to be identifi ed, for a variety of reasons. The low-
level offi cial whose boss demands all material from the offi ce go out under his 
name requests anonymity for the information she provides. The whistle-blower 
does not want to endanger his job by being identifi ed. 

 The most notable example of an unknown source is Deep Throat, the infor-
mant for a considerable amount of material about Richard Nixon during his presi-
dency. The reporters who handled the Watergate revelations, Carl Bernstein and 
Bob Woodward, never disclosed the identity of this key source until he identifi ed 
himself in 2005.                

  Plus and Minus   The debate about the use of anonymous sources has persisted 
for decades, and remains unresolved.  USA Today  will not use such sources. 
Michael Gartner, editor of the  Ames Daily Tribune  in Iowa, and a former presi-
dent of NBC News, worries that “the anonymous source is taking over journal-
ism. It’s a lousy trend that is eroding the credibility of newspapers and adding to 
the unresponsibility of newspapers.” 

 Some editors disagree. Jill Abramson, the managing editor of  The New York 
Times,  says, “If there were a ban on unnamed sources, readers would be denied 
critical and urgent news in the public interest. The  Times  and other major news 
organizations have relied for centuries on anonymous sources.” 

 The Associated Press uses unnamed sources only when:

   1. The material is not opinion or speculation and is vital to the news report.  

  2. It is the only way the information is available.  

  3. The source is reliable.    

 “No newspaper worth its name could fulfi ll its mission without using confi -
dential sources,” says Harry M. Rosenfeld, former editor of the  Times-Union  in 
Albany, N.Y. “Without them, much of the very best in journalism would not be 
possible. At the same time, nothing so much brings our blood to boil. We decry 
their use and we despair of their ubiquity.” 

 “I don’t think we ever named a source,” Carl Bernstein says of his and Bob 
Woodward’s coverage of Watergate. “Because it would have been impossible to 
pursue the story without the use of anonymous sources.” 

 Joel Kramer, executive editor of the Minneapolis  Star Tribune,  says, “Anony-
mous sources are like fi reworks. Used properly, they can produce a spectacular 
display. But they can also explode in one’s pocket.”      

  Nostalgia for 
Old-Time Reporters     

“Senator Christopher 
Dodd of Connecticut 
complained to me recently 
about the degradation in 
the quality of news since 
he first came to Washing-
ton in 1975. He said he 
actually longed for many 
of the reporters who he 
said used to grill him about 
issues because they asked 
questions about matters of 
substance.  

“‘Now it’s give me a 
quote,’ he said, thrusting 
his wine glass at me like it 
was a microphone. ‘You’ve 
got all these reporters who 
don’t know anything . . . ,’ 
he complained before 
waxing nostalgically about 
reporters who understood 
Pentagon procurement and 
other issues that informed 
their work.”   

— David Cay Johnston,  
The New York Times    
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Clear at the Outset   
“. . . the identification 

of a source now is one of 
the opening parts of the 
negotiation in a journalistic 
conversation. . . . the first 
thing you say is we have 
to agree on how you are 
to be described. That’s a 
negotiating point.”   

— David Shribman, 
Washington bureau chief,   

The Boston Globe    
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   Summing Up 

 A pleasant appearance, a neutral fi rst question, a willingness to listen usu-
ally put an interviewee at ease. Jules Loh of the AP says the fi rst question he 
asks is “ ‘When were you born?’ He replies, ‘1945.’ I say, ‘What date?’ He 
says, ‘October 1.’ Now you pull the notebook out. 

 “You’re getting a matter of fact. Then a couple more questions like that. 
This impresses the subject that you are interested in accuracy. The fi rst thing 
they’ve heard about reporters is that they get everything wrong.” 

 Sometimes you deliberately avoid taking notes, says Dan Wakefi eld, jour-
nalist, novelist and screenwriter. “If people were saying something I thought 
really embarrassing I would try not to be writing because I didn’t want them 
to see my hand moving and clam up,” he says. “I would wait until they said 
something kind of innocuous and that’s when I would write down the awful 
thing they said.” 

 Studs Terkel, the master radio interviewer and author of books based on 
interviews, puts people at ease by saying, “ ‘Oh yeah, that happened to me.’ If I 
bring some of my own stuff in, maybe that person will feel more akin.”  

  Further Reading 

 Capote, Truman.  In Cold Blood.  New York: New American Library, 1971. 
 Fallaci, Oriana.  Interview with History.  Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 1976. 
 Garrett, Annette.  Interviewing: Its Principles and Methods.  New York: Fam-

ily Association of America, 1982. 
 Kadushin, Alfred.  The Social Work Interview.  New York: Columbia Univer-

sity Press, 1983. 
 Mitchell, Joseph.  Up in the Old Hotel.  New York: Vintage Books, 1993. 
 Mitford, Jessica.  Poison Penmanship.  New York: Vintage Books, 1980. 
 Terkel, Studs.  Hope Dies Last: Keeping the Faith in Diffi cult Times.  New 

York: New Press, 2003. 
 Among the scores interviewed are residents of housing projects, 

civil rights workers, union activists, peace workers, teachers in tough 
neighborhoods. The writer Margaret Atwood says of Terkel that he was 
“the American interviewer par excellence: Terkel became a practiced 
listener. He learned how to take the measure of what he was hearing, 
and to assess who was saying it.” 

 Also worth reading are Terkel’s: 
  Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great Depression,  of which 

he said that its victims “blamed themselves, rather than society. 
True, there were hunger marches and protestations to City Hall and 
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 Washington, but the millions experienced a private kind of shame when 
the pink slip came. No matter that others suffered the same fate, the 
inner voice whispered. ‘I’m a failure.’ ” 

  The Good War: An Oral History of World War II.  Terkel inter-
viewed 121 veterans of the war that took the lives of 400,000 Ameri-
cans. Though some recalled gruesome and heartbreaking incidents, 
most said they were better off for their experience. 

 The books by Garrett and Kadushin, which are used in schools of 
social work, are excellent guides to interviewing. Capote’s coverage 
of a pair of Kansas killers—their act and their trial—is a classic, as are 
Mitford’s and Fallaci’s acid-dipped writings. Mitchell is considered 
among the reporters whose writing matched their interviewing skills.   
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 16  Speeches, Meetings 
and News Conferences 

   Preview 
  •  Speech  stories include the name and identifi cation of 

the speaker, the theme of the talk, the setting and 
ample quotations. 
  Meeting  stories usually begin with the major action 
taken. They include the purpose of the meeting, back-
ground to the major action and quotations from those 
who spoke. 
  News conference  stories begin with the speaker’s 
major point unless a better lead turns up in the 
question-and-answer period.  

 Stories should include plenty of quotations. “The story 
always matches the nature of the event,” editors tell their 
reporters. 

•

•

     Speeches 

  “Ours is not to wonder why but to cover the speech or die,” the reporter mut-
tered as he put on his overcoat and stepped into the cold for a three-block walk to 
a downtown hotel where a testimonial dinner for the mayor was to be held. “I’ll 
bet it’s creamed chicken again,” he said to himself. 

 The reporter’s exasperation was caused as much by the fare he thought the 
speaker would offer as by the menu. But this was a slow news day, his editor had 
told him. 

 Realizing that not every speech can be covered, speakers and organizations 
deliver a prepared text to the newspaper and station ahead of time so that the story 
can be written in the offi ce. (The reporter inserts the phrase “In a speech prepared 
for delivery tonight . . .” or something similar.) 

 Speeches by prominent people are usually covered, whatever the subject. 
Nothing could have been more mundane than the testimonial dinner set for Betty 

Watch the gestures, the mannerisms.

 Bob Thayer,  The Providence Journal  

Good quotes up high.

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch16_321-331.indd   321men11994_ch16_321-331.indd   321 12/21/09   10:00:55 PM12/21/09   10:00:55 PM



322 Part Four Reporting Principles

Ford, wife of President Gerald Ford, at the New York Hilton one warm June eve-
ning. She was to be honored at the dinner launching a $6 million fund drive for an 
American Bicentennial Park in Israel. Her remarks were expected to be routine. 
Indeed, as the evening wore on, reporters became restless. A few of them left, 
asking those who remained to cover for them should anything unusual turn up. 

 Naturally, the unusual did occur, and it was front-page news in newspapers 
and a major item on evening newscasts. As Mrs. Ford was being introduced, the 
president of the Jewish National Fund of America, who had just fi nished speak-
ing, slumped in his chair at the head table. In the confusion, Mrs. Ford went to 
the microphone and spoke to the stunned guests: “Can we bow our heads for a 
moment and say a prayer for Rabbi Sage,” she said. The New York  Daily News  
began its story this way: 

  First lady Betty Ford led a stunned 
benefi t dinner audience in prayer at the 
New York Hilton last night for a Zionist 
leader who collapsed at the affair honoring 
Mrs. Ford, and died of an apparent heart 
attack at a hospital a short time later.    

  Checklist: The Speech Story 

 The speech story includes:

    • What was said: speaker’s main point.  

  Who spoke: name and identifi cation.  

  The setting or circumstances of the speech.  

   • Any unusual occurrence.    

 Any of these can provide the lead and theme of the story, although most 
speech stories emphasize what was said. Itabari Njeri of  The Greenville  (S.C.) 
 News  began her story with a delayed lead and moved to the speaker’s main point 
in the second paragraph: 

•

•

 The three greatest lies, according to Dr. 
Eula Bingham, assistant secretary of labor: 
“The check is in the mail; Darling, I haven’t 
looked at another woman in 27 years; and, 
I’m from the government and I’m here to 
help you.” 

 The punchline got the desired laugh. 
But Dr. Bingham, who also directs the 
Labor Department’s Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration, said she really 
is trying to help business and labor by 

 eliminating or streamlining unnecessary 
government health and safety regulations. 

Addressing the annual spring meet-
ing of the South Carolina Occupational 
Safety Council, the former college profes-
sor and zoologist said: “We are attempting 
to revamp regulations that are burdensome 
and not meaningful. Our mandate is to pro-
tect the health, life and limb of working 
men and women. We are not interested in 
harassing or catching anybody.”
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      Locate the Theme   A tip-off to the theme may be the title of the speech. Some 
speakers use forensic devices to drive home their major points—pounding the 
podium, raising the voice, suddenly slowing down the delivery. The main point 
may be in the summary at the end. 

 When the reporter is unsure of the theme, it makes sense to interview the 
speaker after the talk. When combining material from a speech and an interview, 
the journalist should tell the reader or listener where the information came from. 

 Occasionally, a reporter will fi nd a lead in what the speaker considers a sec-
ondary theme. Then, the reporter should lead with what he or she considers the 
more important element but summarize high in the story what the speaker consid-
ers the major theme. 

 A speech consists of spoken words. So must the story. Unless there is an incident 
during the talk that would make the circumstances and the setting the most news-
worthy item, the story will emphasize what was said with ample quotations at the 
top of the story. Resist the quote lead unless there is a highly unusual statement.   

  Tough to Handle 
 Now and then a reporter sits through an incoherent speech in which illogic and 

vagueness prevail. What should he or she do—confuse the reader with an accurate 
account? The reader will only blame the reporter. 

 The reporter should seek out the speaker and attempt to clarify the confused 
points. If these tactics fail, the only recourse is to write a brief story. 

 John R. Hunt, who turned from prospecting in the wilds of northwestern Que-
bec to newspapering, has been covering the North country of Ontario for the 
 North Bay Nugget  for more than 40 years. “As a small-town newspaperman, I 
have covered hundreds of speeches,” Hunt says. “It is an interesting fact that a 
dull and boring speech can often become an interesting story. But I don’t know of 
anything more diffi cult to write about than a funny speech.” The best tactic is to 
use plenty of quotations and hope the humor carries through.          

  Off-the-Record 
 Reporters have the right to be present at an offi cial, public meeting and can use 

anything they see and hear there. They have no legal right to attend a meeting or 
talk by a private group, and they must leave if asked. But the reporter can report 
what he or she learns from those who were there. 

 The reporter is not bound by requests for off-the-record status of any item if 
the request is made after the information has been disclosed.  

  Prepared Texts 
 Speakers often distribute the texts of their speeches to the media, and stories 

are often written from these texts rather than from the event itself. This can lead to 
a missed opportunity. For example, the dramatic sections in the “I have a dream” 
speech that the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. gave in the March on Washington 
in 1963 were not in the prepared text. 

  The   Washington Post  
 On Private Meetings  

In a gathering of a 
private organization, where 
the reporter is present as 
a reporter and guest, he 
or she must protest any 
attempt by the speaker 
to go off-the-record. The 
reporter should point out 
that the meeting was open 
to the press and should 
declare that he or she 
will not be bound by the 
limitation.

  The   Washington Post  
 On Private Meetings  

In a gathering of a 
private organization, where 
the reporter is present as 
a reporter and guest, he 
or she must protest any 
attempt by the speaker 
to go off-the-record. The 
reporter should point out 
that the meeting was open 
to the press and should 
declare that he or she 
will not be bound by the 
limitation.

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch16_321-331.indd   323men11994_ch16_321-331.indd   323 12/21/09   10:00:56 PM12/21/09   10:00:56 PM



324 Part Four Reporting Principles

 Two-thirds of the way through his speech, as Dr. King was addressing the 
crowd about the indignities and brutalities that black men and women had 
endured, he discarded his text. 

 “I still have a dream,” he began. “It is a dream deeply rooted in the American 
dream. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true 
meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are cre-
ated equal.’ ” He said that faith in that dream will bring a day “when all of God’s 
children will be able to sing with new meaning, ‘My country’ tis of thee, sweet 
land of liberty, of thee I sing.’” 

 Some believe that this speech, along with a document and a court deci-
sion, presaged the election of the country’s first black president, Barack 
Obama. The document—Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation; 
the court decision—the 1954 Supreme Court decision in  Brown v. Board of 
Education.     

  Meetings  

 Meetings provide newspapers and broadcast stations with enormous amounts 
of news. Public bodies—school boards, city councils, legislatures, planning and 
zoning commissions—conduct much of their business at open meetings. Then 
there are the meetings of private groups—baseball club owners, the directors of 
corporations, protesting citizens. 

 On her fi rst day as writing coach at the  Winston-Salem Journal,  Phoebe 
Zerwick encountered a reporter who confessed to her, “I think meetings are dull.” 
Zerwick decided to fi nd out the reason for this resistance and then to compile a tip 
sheet for “turning dull meeting stories into gems.”  

   The Basics 
 At the outset of her investigation, Zerwick says she “found that reporters aren’t 

doing some of the things that need to be done.” She listed them:

   Check the clips.  

  Obtain the agenda ahead of time.  

  Write out questions for interviews.  

  At the meeting, look for the offbeat and unusual.  

  Think about the people affected by a decision or policy.    

 In examining past stories on subjects the meeting will consider, reporters 
accumulate background that can put the issues in perspective. Also, the material 
may lead to additional sources and to people affected by an item on the meeting 
agenda. 
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 A  Journal  reporter confessed to Zerwick that he missed a good story by 
ignoring an item on the agenda of the zoning board of adjustment. People in 
Boone complained about a sign advertising a fl ea market. The sign was in the 
shape of a lion, and people in Boone were angered by the size of the lion’s 
penis. 

 “Not bad for a zoning story,” Zerwick said.    

  Checklist: Meetings  

 The essentials of meeting stories are:

    • Major business transacted: votes, decisions, adoption of policies.  

  Purpose, time and location of meeting.  

  Items on agenda.  

  Discussion and debate. Length of session.  

  Quotes from witnesses and experts.  

  Comments and statements from onlookers, authorities and those 
affected by decision, vote or policy.  

  Background.  

  Unusual departures from agenda.  

   • Agenda for next session.     

      Delayed Lead   Not all meeting stories will contain every one of these items. 
Notice the items stressed in the fi rst fi ve paragraphs of this meeting story from 
 The Brattleboro Reformer  of Brattleboro, Vt. The reporter used a delayed lead to 
emphasize the unusually large number of people who turned out. The fi rst para-
graph sets the scene for the major business transacted by the town school board, 
which is described in the second paragraph: 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Public Protests Budget Cuts in Elementary Programs

    By    Gretchen     Becker     

 Nearly 300 people came to an emotional 
Brattleboro Town School Board meeting at 
Green Street School Tuesday night to protest 
proposed cuts in the elementary school art, 
music, and physical education programs. 

Purpose 
Day 
Location
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 Caught between the strong public opin-
ion at the meeting not to make these cuts 
and a strong Town Meeting mandate to cut 5 
percent from their budget, the school direc-
tors reluctantly approved almost $35,000 in 
budget reductions. 

Major business transacted

 Approved were elimination of the ele-
mentary art instructor’s position, the sec-
ond physical education position, a part-time 
vocal instructor’s position, the fi fth and sixth 
grade basketball program, and rental of 
space at Centre Church. 

 The board took no action on the admin-
istration’s proposals to eliminate the instru-
mental music position and the part-time 
principal’s position at Canal Street School. 
Approval of these cuts would have brought 
the total cuts to $46,000. 

Salary Controversy

 At Town Meeting March 22, the repre-
sentatives voted to cut 5 percent, or $74,200, 
from the elementary budget. Those urging 
the cuts requested that teachers’ salaries be 
frozen. However, WSESU Superintendent 
James Cusick has noted several times that 
the proposed budget included only $25,000 
for increases in salaries. . . . 

Background

   Direct Lead   Most often, the lead will focus on the major action taken at the 
meeting, as in this lead:              

Seating Plan
Wayne Worcester of the 

University of Connecticut 
recommends making a 
seating plan for covering 
meetings when you are 
unfamiliar with the partici-
pants. “Key the people to 
numbers, and as you take 
quotes and notes assign 
your numbers to them. 
When you write, refer to 
your seating plan.”

Seating Plan
Wayne Worcester of the 

University of Connecticut 
recommends making a 
seating plan for covering 
meetings when you are 
unfamiliar with the partici-
pants. “Key the people to 
numbers, and as you take 
quotes and notes assign 
your numbers to them. 
When you write, refer to 
your seating plan.”

 City Councilwoman Marcia Gold success-
fully persuaded council members to approve 
additional funds for the city police department 
last night. 

 The council had been cutting requested 
funds for the 2011–2012 budget because of 
anticipated declines in tax revenues. 

 But Gold said violent crimes had increased 
18 percent last year. 

 “The only way to handle this is with more 
police offi cers,” she said. 

Major action

Purpose of meeting

Amplifi cation of major 
theme that includes 
direct quote on theme
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       News Conferences  

 The Day Book, a listing of daily events used by New York City newspapers 
and broadcast stations as an aid in making local assignments, carried this item one 
Wednesday evening: 

  Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau holds news conference to produce 
evidence that confi rms existence of ancient civilization in Israel between 2000–
1500 B.C., 155 Leonard Street 10:30 a.m.  

 To local editors, it sounded like a good yarn. Moreover, many New Yorkers 
feel a kinship with Israel. So, when the district attorney began his conference, half 
a dozen reporters and two television crews were on hand. But the story took an 
interesting turn. 

 The reporters were told that a Manhattan school teacher visiting Israel had 
taken a clay tablet that was found to be an antiquity out of the country. Under 
Israeli law, no historical objects may leave the country, and the teacher was there-
fore in possession of stolen property, a criminal offense.  

   The DA’s Compassion 
 The district attorney had decided not to prosecute. He had worked out an 

arrangement between the teacher and the Israeli government. Although all of 
this could have been announced in a press release, a news conference was 
called so that the district attorney could play midwife in the delivery of an 
important historical tablet to an Israeli representative. The district attorney, 
an elected offi cial, would appear to the public as a man of compassion and 
wisdom. The media would benefi t as well, for the story would interest readers 
and viewers. 

 The incident illustrates the mutuality of interests that the news conference 
serves. It permits an individual, group or organization to reach many reporters 
at one time with an announcement that will receive more attention than a news 

The department had asked for a 15 percent 
increase in funds over the current year’s allocation 
for hiring an additional dozen offi cers.

The council has been making cuts in the 
requests of city departments and agencies ranging 
from 10 to 20 percent.

Gold’s plea was persuasive, and the council 
voted unanimously to approve the request for an 
additional $287,000, an increase of 14 percent.

Then the council returned to wielding the 
hatchet. . . .

Background

Amplifi cation of 
theme

Transition to other 
actions
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release because of the photo possibilities, and it is an effi cient and economical 
way for the media to obtain newsworthy material. 

 Usually, the news conference has a prescribed form. A prepared statement is 
read or distributed to the reporters beforehand. Then reporters ask questions. 

 At the district attorney’s news conference, reporters wanted to know the size 
of the tablet, when it was discovered, how it was recovered and other details. The 
news stories that appeared differed substantially from the news release. 

  The Story   Here is how Marcia Chambers began her account that appeared in 
 The New York Times.  Note that some material in the lead is not contained in the 
handout and was obtained through questioning. Also, the story places the district 
attorney in the third paragraph, whereas the press release begins with the district 
attorney’s name: 

        

 A fragment of a clay tablet 3,500 to 4,000 
years old that confi rms the existence of the 
biblical city of Hazor in Israel was returned 
yesterday to the Israeli Government after a 
teacher who smuggled it out of Israel agreed 
to surrender it to avoid prosecution. 

 The odyssey of the 2-by-2-inch frag-
ment, with a cuneiform inscription, began 
last year when the young teacher was on 

his honeymoon. The teacher, an amateur 
archaeologist, found the tablet at the site 
of an archaeological excavation some 10 
miles north of the Sea of Galilee. 

It ended yesterday, at a news confer-
ence, when Robert M. Morgenthau, the 
Manhattan District Attorney, turned over 
the priceless piece to Amos Ganor, Israel’s 
acting consul general here. . . .

 AP photo by Mike Wintroath 

News Briefi ng 
 County Prosecutor Brent 

Davis informs the media that 
he will charge the two boys 
involved in the Jonesboro, 
Ark., school shooting with 
capital murder in Juvenile 
Court. 
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  Checklist: News Conferences  

 The essentials of news conference stories are:

    • Major point of speaker.  

  Name and identifi cation of speaker.  

  Purpose, time, location and length of conference.  

  Background of major point.  

  Major point in statement; major points in question-and-answer period.  

   • Consequences of announcement.      

 Panel Discussions 

  In symposia and panel discussions, the presence of several speakers can pose 
a problem. But experienced reporters usually make their way through the tide of 
talk by emphasizing a thematic approach. They will fi nd a basic theme—often an 
area of agreement—and write a summary based on that theme:      

•

•

•

•

For Release: November 20
Contact: Gerda Handler

732-7300
Ext. 603/4

  Robert M. Morgenthau, District Attorney, New York 
County, announced today the recovery of a priceless antiquity 
from ancient biblical times. The object is a sherd—a fragment 
of a clay tablet—bearing a cuneiform inscription of unique 
archaeological signifi cance. 

 Mr. Morgenthau today returned this antiquity, dating 
from between 1500 and 2000 B.C., to Amos Ganor, Acting 
Consul General of the State of Israel. 

 The sherd was originally found at the site of the archaeo-
logical excavation of the ancient city of Hazor, located about 
ten miles north of the Sea of Galilee in Israel. 

 It was removed from Israel in violation of that country’s 
Antiquities Ordinance, which requires the fi nder of any 

 District Attorney—New York County 

antiquity to notify the Government of the discovery and 
afford it an opportunity to acquire the object. A complaint 
was fi led with the District Attorney by the Government of 
Israel through Dr. Avraham Biran, former Director of the 
Department of Antiquities in Israel. An investigation was 
undertaken by the District Attorney which resulted in the 
recovery of the sherd. 

 The sherd records a case of litigation, conducted in 
the presence of the king, concerning real estate in Hazor. 
It is of great historical value because it confi rms that the 
excavation, begun in 1955 near the Sea of Galilee, is the 
ancient city of Hazor. According to Professor Yigal Yadin, 
who headed a four year archaeological expedition at Hazor, 
the sherd is a major link in the identifi cation of the excava-
tion as the ancient city of Hazor, that was mentioned in 
the Egyptian Execration Texts of the 19th century B.C., the 
Annals of the Pharaohs Thut-mose III, Amen hotep II and 
Seti I and in several chapters of the Bible.  

Four members of the local bar agreed 
last night that probation is no longer a useful 
means of coping with criminal offenders.

“No Way”
 Opposition can be made 

the theme of a panel discus-
sion story as well as agree-
ment. Opposition, in fact, 
is usually intense, whereas 
agreement is routine, tepid, 
neutral. 

Bob Thayer,
The Providence Journal
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  Disagreement   Here are two leads based on disagreements: 

 Although the speakers disagreed on 
most matters at the symposium on “How to 
Handle Crime,” they did agree. . . .   

 There was no accord at the College Audi-
torium last night as four faculty members 
discussed “Discord in the Middle East.” 

 The political scientists and historians dis-
agreed on the causes of unrest in that trou-
bled area, and they disagreed on solutions. 

 All they agreed upon was that the situa-
tion is thorny. 

“We really don’t know whether peace  
will break out tomorrow, or continued 
confl ict is in the offi ng,” said Professor 
Walter. . . .

 Space exploration can be man’s salva-
tion, a physicist said today, but an astron-
omer worried that man might overreach 
himself and pollute the universe as well as 
his own planet. 

 The disagreement was voiced at a sym-
posium last night, on “Space Travel,” spon-
sored by the Science Club and held in the 

Civic Auditorium. More than 250 people 
turned out, obviously drawn by the prom-
ise of hearing one of the speakers discuss 
Unidentifi ed Flying Objects. 

But if they came expecting to hear a 
defense of UFO’s they were disappointed, 
for Dr. Marcel Pannel said fl atly, “They do 
not exist.”

  A California research team may have 
found a potent opponent of the virus that 
causes the common cold sore. 

 The information was disclosed today 
at a discussion of bioscientists and physi-
cians at the School of Public Health on the 
campus. 

 Dr. Douglas Deag, a naval biochem-
ist, said that the enemy of the herpes sim-
plex virus (types 1 and 2) may well be the 
popular seafood delicacy, seaweed. The red 

variety—known as Rhodophyta—contains 
a species that has an active agent that pre-
vents the herpes virus from multiplying. 

 Herpes is responsible for keratitis—a 
severe eye infection—and a genital disease 
as well as the cold sore. But the research is 
in the early stages, Dr. Deag said. 

 He was one of fi ve speakers who dis-
cussed “Frontiers of Medicine,” which was 
concerned primarily with careers in the 
medical sciences. . . .  

 The above lead works because only two speakers are involved. The following 
summary lead was used because several speakers were involved: 

 After the theme is developed for a few paragraphs, each speaker is given his or 
her say. Obviously, the more newsworthy statements come fi rst.  

 Singled Out   When one speaker says something clearly more interesting and 
signifi cant than what the others are discussing, the newsworthy statement is the 
lead rather than a general theme. Here is how such a story runs: 
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   Summing Up 

 Here’s a guide to establishing a procedure for covering speeches, news con-
ferences and panel discussions:

    1. Find the  subject.  The title is an indicator.  

   2.  Determine the  purpose.  Generally, the speaker will be trying to report, 
explain or persuade, sometimes all three.  

   3.  Locate the  main idea.  Here we get to the specifi c point that will constitute 
the lead.  

   4.  Gather the  evidence  used to prove the point. This provides the body of the 
story.    

  Remember:  These stories are based on spoken words. Your story should 
include plenty of quotations. The story always matches the nature of the 
event. 

 Also, show up early. That’s the best way to talk to participants, to get a 
sense of what will follow.   
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 17   Hunches, Feelings 
and Stereotypes 

 Reporters go about their work in a rational, almost scientifi c manner. 
They cover events with detachment, weigh their observations against their 
general knowledge and the background of the event and then draw logical 
conclusions. Then they reconstruct these observations in objective stories. 

 Analysis and synthesis, the application of reason to experience—these are 
the processes that underlie the journalist’s work. 

 Yet, this summary is misleading. It ignores hunches and intuition and 
emotional reactions that include feelings such as prejudice, hatred, friend-
ship and love. “Our thought processes are only partially based on logic, and 
are inextricably mixed with emotions and desires and social interactions,” 
says Freeman Dyson of the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton.  

   Hunches and Intuition  

 Every reporter has had the experience on assignment of sensing the meaning of 
an event, of suddenly seeing through the thicket of details to the underlying concept 

   Preview 
 Reporters rely on their hunches and feelings as well as 

rational, disciplined thinking: 

 Hunches and intuition spring from the interaction 
of new information with the reporter’s accumulated 
knowledge. 

  • Feelings and emotions can motivate the reporter to 
seek out systemic abuses and illegalities.  

 But hunches and feelings can distort reporting, as can 
a reporter’s stereotypes. Reporters check to see whether 
they have gender, racial, or religious stereotypes in their 
stories. 

•

Compassion can lead to revealing stories.

John Walker,  The Fresno Bee 

Follow your hunches and 
your hormones.
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that shapes the event. Some reporters seem to possess an extrasensory perception that 
enables them to detect the real story, the actuality that lies beneath surface details. 
“I can smell something a mile away. It’s just a fact of life,” says Seymour Hersh, 
whose stories of the My Lai massacre by U.S. troops in Vietnam and brutalities in-
fl icted on Iraqi prisoners by U.S. soldiers revealed the underside of these wars. 

 Hunches, guesswork and intuition come into play as soon as the reporter is 
given an assignment. Before leaving the newsroom, before gathering informa-
tion, the reporter has feelings and insights about the story, and these suggest the 
reporter’s coverage of the event. 

 There is nothing wrong with this. These intuitive concepts are sound starting 
points for reporting. “Feelings are not only reasonable but are also as discriminat-
ing and as consistent as thinking,” said the psychiatrist Carl Jung. Even scientists 
admit the nonrational to their universe, that bursts of insight open the pathways 
to discoveries. Karl Popper, a philosopher with enormous impact in science, said 
that scientifi c ideas are the products of human creativity and not, as commonly 
thought, the result of arduous experimentation. Albert Einstein wrote approvingly 
of “intuition, supported by being sympathetically in touch with experience.”      

  The Cuban Missile Crisis   Murrey Marder of  The Washington Post  glanced 
at the check-in book at the State Department one Saturday evening. Strange, he 
thought, two people from the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) had just checked 
in. On a Saturday night? Marder had a hunch: A crisis was at hand. But where? 

 He noticed the only lights on that late were in the Latin American Bureau and 
the Bureau of International Organization Affairs. As he raced around the build-
ing, Marder came upon Harlan Cleveland, who was attached to the International 
Bureau. 

 Katherine Graham, publisher of the  Post,  recalls what happened: 

  Marder had to think quickly of a question that might elicit a useful answer, 
which an open-ended one like, “What’s going on?” clearly would not. So he 
asked, “How bad does it look to you, Harlan?” to which Cleveland replied, 
“Well, pretty bad.” 

 Marder felt he was on to something big. But what? He knew the United States 
was at sword’s point with Cuba, then on intimate terms with the Soviet Union. 
Marder had his question. It was about “this Cuban thing,” whether the administra-
tion was confronting Cuba? Cleveland responded, “I think we are.” 

 With a little more checking, Marder had an exclusive story—the onset of what 
was to become the Cuban Missile Crisis.   

  The Kennedy Assassination   In the turmoil minutes after President Kennedy 
was struck down in Dallas, reporters heard rumors they had little time to check. 
They had to make quick decisions. Tom Wicker of  The New York Times  said 
he had to set these reports against what he knew about the people supplying the 
information, what he knew about human behavior, what two isolated facts added 
up to—above all on what he felt in his “bones.” 

 In looking back on his on-the-scene coverage, Wicker said, “I see that it was 
a hard story to put together, but at the time you really didn’t have much time to 
think about what you were doing. You just had to do what you could do. 

     The Process  
 Thomas Griffith, former 

editor of  Time,  describes 
the thinking process of 
reporters as “conjecture 
subject to verification.”    

     Hunches and Emotions  
  “A hunch is not news 

and  should not be reported 
as such, but informed 
speculation can open minds 
and even lead to news.”  

— William Safire,  
The New York Times  

“Emotions are the 
processes we use to assign 
value to different possi-
bilities. . . . People without 
emotions cannot make 
sensible decisions because 
they don’t know how much 
anything is worth. . . . The 
emotions serve as guidance 
signals, like from a GPS, as 
you feel your way toward a 
solution.”  

— David Brooks,  
The New York Times    
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 “In a crisis, if a reporter can’t trust his instinct for truth, he can’t trust 
anything.”  

  The Agnew Payoffs   Jerry Landauer, a superb investigative reporter for  The 
Wall Street Journal,  had a gut feeling when he fi rst saw Spiro Agnew, the 
governor of Maryland, then being nominated for vice president: 

  There was something too tanned, too manicured, too tailored for the guy to 
have been living on a governor’s salary, with no other known source of income. 
So I started going down to Towson, seat of Baltimore County, the bedroom 
community where Agnew got his political start; talked to lawyers who fre-
quently appeared to be on the losing side of zoning cases, to engineers who 
didn’t seem to be getting a fair share of state business. After a couple of visits 
some started talking.  

 Landauer found out Agnew was receiving payoffs.   

  Hunches Develop from Experience 
 We have watched four reporters develop big stories from feelings, hunches, 

intuition. But if we look closely at their reporting another pattern emerges. Marder 
and Landauer noticed a break in the normal, the expected, the routine. Wicker had 
experience with the people he was interviewing, and Hersh had learned that of-
fi cial versions cover up untidy and embarrassing truths. 

 In other words, experience and prior knowledge provided them with the mind-
set or memory to put the new material in perspective. They built the new on a 
foundation of the old, what they already had experienced, what they knew.           

 What seem to be intuition, hunches and luck is the crystallization of what is 
already known, a leap from the reporter’s storehouse of knowledge to a higher 
plane of insight. A new situation, fact, observation or statement suddenly fuses 
with material from the storehouse. 

 In a review of R.A. Ochse’s  Before the Gates of Excellence: The Determinants 
of Creative Genius,  Mary L. Tenopyr, testing director of AT&T, wrote of intui-
tive breakthroughs: “Nothing that was not already in the creator’s mind comes 
forth, but what is produced is old information put to a new use or confi gured dif-
ferently than it was before.” 

 Reporters store thousands of facts about people, events, policies and the many 
incidents of their daily experience. This vast storehouse is organized subcon-
sciously. When a new piece of information strikes the reporter as important, it 
triggers the subconscious into releasing related material. 

 Hunches and instinct usually work for the good reporters, rarely for the lazy 
or the talentless. 

  Gretzky’s Genius   Ability plus practice and experience equals excellence in all 
fi elds. During the 1982 hockey season, a talented young center for the Edmonton 
Oilers set records no one thought possible. Wayne Gretzky had fans comparing 
his feats with those in other sports. His goals, 82, and his assists, 120, for the 

Useful Memories
 Marilla Svinicki, director 

of the Center for Teaching 
Effectiveness at the Univer-
sity of Texas, says, “When 
new information gets 
hooked up with a particu-
larly rich and well-organized 
portion of memory, it inher-
its all the connections that 
already exist.” The result is 
a jump to a higher plane of 
knowledge, she says. 

     Making Connections  
 “Human intelligence 

is not just knowing more, 
but reworking, recategoriz-
ing, and thus generalizing 
information in new and 
surprising ways.”  

— Israel Rosenfeld     
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season were the equivalent of a .425 batting average in baseball, 55 points a game 
over a basketball season, 3,000 yards gained in a season of professional football. 

 Pure instinct, said those who watched him. Not so, says Gretzky. 
 “Nine out of ten people think my talent is instinct,” he said. “It isn’t. It’s all 

practice. I got it all from my dad.” 
 When Gretzky was a 3-year-old in Brantford, Ontario, his father iced down the 

backyard and had the youngster practicing. At the age of 10 he was skating fi ve 
hours a day. 

 Reporters make use of this same combination of talent, hard work and expe-
rience. The reporters who rarely develop good stories attribute the success of 
their colleagues to luck. It doesn’t work that way. “Luck is what happens when 
preparation meets opportunity,” says Raymond Berry, a former coach of the New 
England Patriots. 

 Awed by a technological society in which computers and data processing 
machinery seem to minimize human ability, reporters should retain their faith in 
their own reasoning. “The largest computer now in existence lacks the richness 
and fl exibility in the brain of a single honeybee,” writes Peter Sterling, a brain 
researcher at the University of Pennsylvania Medical School.     

  Einstein’s Model for Thinking  

 This diagram is a way of looking at the kind of thinking we have been 
describing. 

 Albert Einstein drew this diagram for a friend who asked the famous physicist 
to explain the roles of experience, intuition and logic in making discoveries or in 
formulating a theory. Einstein did not limit his ideas about thinking to science. 
The “whole of science is nothing more than a refi nement of everyday thinking,” 
he said. 

 Einstein’s diagram shows a cyclical process. The process begins and ends at 
 E,  of which Einstein says, “The  E  (experiences) are given to us.”  E  represents the 
range of sense experiences and observations that Einstein referred to as a “laby-
rinth of sense impressions,” a “chaotic diversity.”      

  Intuitive Leap   Out of this plane of experiences a curved line rises toward  A  at 
the top of the model. This leap is the intuitive reach of the thinker, the reporter’s 
hunch, the scientist’s sudden breakthrough. 

 “ A  are the axioms from which we draw consequences,” Einstein said. “Psy-
chologically, the  A  are based upon the  E.  There is, however, no logical path from 
the  E  to the  A,  but only an intuitive (psychological) connection, which is always 
subject to revocation.” 

 In his fi rst paper on relativity, Einstein referred sketchily to some experiments 
and then wrote that they “lead to the conjecture,” which he called the Theory of 
Relativity. “There is no logical path to these elementary laws; only intuition, sup-
ported by being sympathetically in touch with experience.” 

     Still Better  
 Four years later, Gretzky 

did even better, breaking 
his 202-point total with 215 
on 52 goals and 163 assists. 
Still later, he became 
the first National Hockey 
League player to record 
2,500 points.    

S'
S''

S'''
E

A

 Everyday Thinking   
 Scientist or shopkeeper, 

mechanic or journalist . . . 
we all think this way, 
making the leap to some 
conclusion from our expe-
riences. Einstein said the 
leap follows no logic, “only 
intuition.” The more diverse 
the experience, the more 
insightful the theory or 
hunch for a story. 
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 In the diagram, lines lead downward from  A  to   S � , S��, S���  .  These are deduc-
tions from the central idea, and they can be tested in the plane of experience. 

 This model and Einstein’s concepts are useful to the journalist, for they illus-
trate the reportorial process. Reporters develop ideas,  A,  based on their expe-
riences, observations and readings symbolized by  E.  From  A,  reporters draw 
consequences,   S � , S��, S���   —which we can call tentative leads or story ideas. 
These leads or themes are the basis of reporting, which is the validating or dis-
proving of the leads in the plane of experience,  E.  

 This discussion of Einstein’s theory about thinking may seem theoretical to 
you. The fact is that reporters apply it often. Look at how Marder developed his 
exclusive story about the sudden worsening in U.S.–Cuban relations. 

 He made the leap to  A  from his experiences,  E,  as a State Department reporter: 
the unusual Saturday night meeting; the fact that it was taking place in the Latin 
American Bureau; his knowledge that relations between the two countries were 
strained. 

 Once he concluded that the meetings might involve Cuba, he devised a story 
lead,   S � ,  that the situation had become serious. He tested this idea or story theme 
by asking an offi cial questions based on his theory,  E.  The replies confi rmed 
Marder’s hunch.     

  Feelings  

 Reporters welcome their hunches and intuitive guesses, but they are less cor-
dial toward their feelings—that uncontrollable emotion that can hold us captive 
without warning, lift us to ecstasy at a glance or a touch and plunge us to bleakest 
despair from a word or a gesture. 

 This wilderness of feeling frightens most people, and it terrifi es those who 
depend on their rationality, as reporters do. But reporters are human and must 
function within the limitations of the rationality of human behavior. 

 Feelings, in fact, can be an asset. “How can you write if you can’t cry?” asked 
Ring Lardner. The poet Robert Frost commented, “No tears in the writer, no tears 
in the reader.” Feelings help us develop value systems and keep them nourished. 
Moral indignation can direct a reporter to crowning achievements. The muckrak-
ers, whose journalism was the supreme journalistic achievement in the last cen-
tury, were propelled by a monumental moral indignation. Anyone who reads their 
work can sense the intensity of feeling behind it.      

  Exploited Women   One muckraker wrote of a girl of 17 who had been working 
in department stores for three and a half years. Uneducated, from a poor family, 
the girl worked at a New York City department store “at a wage of $2.62 1/2 a 
week; that is to say, she was paid $5.25 twice a month. Her working day was 
nine and a half hours long through most of the year. But during two weeks before 
Christmas it was lengthened from twelve to thirteen and a half hours, without any 
extra payment in any form. . . .” 

   Ida Tarbell   
 One of the band of 

muckrakers who exposed 
the monopolistic practices 
of big business, Tarbell 
revealed the ruthless drive 
to power of John D. Rocke-
feller and his Standard Oil 
Company. She and Lincoln 
Steffens ran   American  
 magazine from 1906 to 1915 
and attacked municipal and 
federal corruption and the 
robber barons of industry.   

 The Library of Congress 
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 Rheta Childe Doar described maids’ quarters that consisted of a den partitioned 
off from the coal bin; a maid’s bed that consisted of an ironing board placed over 
a bathtub. Maids were rarely let out of the houses in which they worked. 

 Mary Alden Hopkins described unsafe factories in which women worked . . . 
and died. In Newark, N.J., 25 young women died when a fi re broke out in a fac-
tory. Some leaped out of their top-fl oor workplace. Some stayed and died. “They 
lost their lives because they worked in a building that was not decently safe for 
human beings to work in,” wrote Hopkins. She said there were at least 100 more 
unsafe factories in Newark, some without fi re escapes.  

  Child Labor   The exploitation of child labor was another theme of the muck-
rakers. Edwin Markham wrote in  Cosmopolitan  of Helen Sisscak, who worked in 
the silk mills in Pennsylvania, “a girl of eleven who had for a year worked nights 
in the mill, beginning at half-past six in the evening and staying till half-past six 
in the morning. Haggard, hungry, and faint after the night’s work shifting and 
cleaning the bobbins, this child had an hour’s walk in the chill of the morning 
over the lonesome fi elds to her home.” Her pay: three cents an hour. 

 Then there was Annie Dinke, a silk-twister, 13, who worked on her feet 13 
hours, and Theresa McDermott, 11, whose wage was $2 a week. 

 John Spargo wrote in  Bitter Cry of the Children  of the 12- and 13-year-olds 
who worked for 50 and 60 cents a day in West Virginia coal mines: 

  Crouched over the chutes, the boys sit hour after hour, picking out the pieces 
of slate and other refuse from the coal as it rushes past the washers. From the 
cramped position they have to assume most of them become more or less deformed 
and bent-backed like old men. . . . The coal is hard and accidents to the hands, such 
as cut, broken, or crushed fi ngers, are common among the boys. Sometimes there 
is a worse accident; a terrifi ed shriek is heard, and a boy is mangled and torn in the 
machinery or disappears in the chute to be picked out later, smothered and dead.  

 This strong emotional reaction to the abuses of power by public offi cials and 
the titans of commerce and industry propels investigative reporters to their dis-
coveries. The Teapot Dome scandal was exposed by a reporter for the  St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch  who spent years gathering evidence to prove that powerful oil 
interests had bribed the secretary of the interior in the Harding administration. 
The reporter, Paul Y. Anderson, was driven throughout his journalistic career by 
the need to expose wrongdoers.   

  Today’s Crusaders 
 These feelings—compassion, indignation at injustice, the need to right 

wrongs—constitute a powerful, continuing force in journalism. Look at the pho-
tograph that opens this chapter and the one on the right. The photos are from a 
series in  The Fresno Bee  titled “Children: The Forgotten Farmworkers.” The pho-
tograph that opens the chapter shows Melissa Hernandez collecting onions in the 
fi eld for her parents who cut off the tops. Melissa is 4 years old. On this page, 
Aida Cruz Sanchez, hardly more than a child herself, is left at the migrant labor 
camp to care for her 10-month-old brother while her parents work in the fi elds. 

Boys in the Coal Pits
 The Library of Congress 

   Baby Sitter—
A Child Herself   

 John Walker,  
The Fresno Bee  
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 Alex Pulaski, who wrote the articles, describes the children he has watched 
working in the fi elds as “part of a work force intentionally ignored by federal law-
makers, who have carved out exemptions for agriculture. They allow children to 
labor in the fi elds at a younger age, in more hazardous jobs and for longer hours 
than their counterparts at fast-food outlets, retail stores and nearly every other 
business.” 

 Pulaski estimates that 100,000 children “labor illegally in U.S. fi elds, forgot-
ten because their sweat keeps down the price of the raisins, chilies and pickles we 
buy at the grocery store.” These children work “in the cucumber fi elds of Ohio, 
the chili fi elds of New Mexico and the onion fi elds of Oregon and Idaho.” Melissa 
was photographed in an onion fi eld near Ontario, Ore.  

  Auditing Feelings 
 Despite the usefulness of strong feelings, the reporter is wise to check his or 

her emotions every so often, for they can distort observations and impede the pro-
cesses of analysis and synthesis that are the foundation of reporting and writing. 

 A city hall reporter who fi nds the personal lifestyle and ideas of a council-
woman abhorrent may discover he is looking only for negative facts about her. A 
political reporter whose personal allegiance is to the Democratic Party may fi nd 
she is overly critical of the Republican Party and its leaders. The idea of welfare 
payments to the able-bodied poor—or subsidies to farmers—might so violate a 
reporter’s convictions that his coverage is distorted. 

  Cautions   Reporters cannot be neutral about life. Nor should they be. Enthusi-
asms, feelings, generalizations can be useful, as we have seen. But reactions that 
swing to an extreme should be examined carefully for their causes. Reporters 
must watch for uncritical enthusiasm and unreasonable hostility. 

 Some reactions may be based on what the semanticists call “short-circuited 
responses,” ideas that burst forth without thought. A reporter may be positive 
about doctors or judges and negative about salespeople or stockbrokers without 
distinguishing among the individuals in these groups. This kind of thinking is 
known as  stereotyping,  a dangerous way to think, particularly for a reporter.     

  Stereotypes, Biases, Fears  

 We like to think that we are reasonable, modern folk. We make decisions on 
the basis of the evidence, physical proof. Yet, what are we to make of the fact 
that while viewing the same television programs, reading the same newspaper 
accounts of the O.J. Simpson civil trial, 74 percent of white Americans agreed 
with the civil court verdict that held Simpson liable for murdering his wife and her 
friend, whereas only 23 percent of black Americans agreed with the verdict? 

 The fact is that we carry with us attitudes, assumptions, biases, fears, desires, 
inclinations and stereotypes from an early age. We see the world the way our 
parents, friends, schools and racial and religious communities have defi ned it for 
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us. We are creatures of the culture that surrounds us—our jobs, the reading we do, 
the television programs we watch and our government and economic system. 

 All these infl uence the way we think and how we see and hear. And the way 
we think, see and hear affects the accuracy of our journalism. In a famous experi-
ment, journalism students were shown to have made more errors when they wrote 
stories about a report that was contrary to their biases and predispositions than 
they did when the report supported their feelings. 

 The journalist sees much of the world through lenses tinted by others. The 
maker of images and stereotypes, the journalist is also their victim.  

   Victim of Images 
 Since Plato’s time, philosophers have speculated about how and what people 

see. In the “Simile of the Cave” in  The Republic,  Plato describes a cave in which 
people are shackled so that they can only look straight ahead at one of the walls 
in the cave. They cannot see themselves or each other. Outside, a fi re burns, and 
between the fi re and the cave dwellers there runs a road in front of which a curtain 
has been placed. Along the road are men carrying fi gures of men and animals 
made of wood, stone and other materials. The shadows that these fi gures cast 
upon the wall are all the cave dwellers can see. 

 “And so in every way they would believe that the shadows of the objects we 
mentioned were the whole truth,” Socrates says of what the prisoners can see. 

 The parable is striking, almost eerie in its perception of image making. It takes 
little imagination to replace the cave with the movie theater or to visualize the 
shadows on the wall as the images on a television or computer screen. 

 Plato goes still further with his insight into how images pass for reality. He 
examines what happens when the prisoners are “released from their bonds and 
cured of their delusions.” Told that what they have seen was nonsense, they would 
not believe those who free them. They would regard “nothing else as true but the 
shadows,” Socrates tells us. The realities would be too dazzling, too confusing.  

  The Seduction of Stereotypes 
 Now let us jump ahead some 2,250 years to the speculations of Walter 

Lippmann, whose classic description of how people see is contained in his book 
 Public Opinion.  Here is that description: 

  For the most part we do not fi rst see, and then defi ne, we defi ne fi rst and then 
see. In the great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we pick out what 
our culture has already defi ned for us, and we tend to perceive that which we have 
picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our culture.  

 Lippmann says that the “attempt to see all things freshly and in detail rather 
than as types and generalities is exhausting. . . .” Stereotypes allow us to fi t indi-
viduals into categories defi ned for us, categories that are comfortable because 
they save time in a busy life and defend our position in society, Lippmann says. 
They also “preserve us from all the bewildering effects of trying to see the world 
steadily and see it whole,” he writes. 

     Shadow Reality  
 A woman customer 

of a dating service that 
uses videotapes tells this 
story: She was reading 
the biographies of men in 
the service’s reading room 
when she saw a young man 
who obviously was the man 
she was reading about. He 
seemed eminently suited 
for a young woman also 
in the room, and the older 
woman whispered to the 
young man that he ought 
to introduce himself to the 
young woman. He did, 
and he spoke to the young 
woman for some time. 
When he suggested a date, 
she replied, “Oh no. Not 
until I see your videotape.”    
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 But the reporter must try to see the world steadily and see it whole. When 
a student movie reviewer at Barnard College saw a fi lm made by Luis Buñuel, 
she wrote in amazement, “How Buñuel at age 70 can still direct such marvel-
ous, memorable, intelligent and worthwhile fi lms is beyond me.” Her comment 
illustrates one of the stereotypes common to youth, the belief that with age comes 
decrepitude. Stereotypes are held by every age group, by religious groups, nation-
alities and the sexes.  

  Racial, Religious Stereotyping 
 The most persistent stereotyping in the United States has been directed at 

women, at Jews, African Americans, Native Americans and Spanish-speaking 
people. Newspapers and broadcast stations have lent themselves to this stereo-
typing. 

 In the 1900s when mass migration brought many Jews to the United States, 
anti-Semitism spread rapidly, and newspapers were no deterrent. It was not 
unusual to see a criminal suspect described as a Jew or Jewish. “Jew banker” and 
“Jew peddler” were common descriptions, as was “Jew store.” Bargaining was 
known as “Jewing down.” 

 In 1902, Theodore Roosevelt invited the famed black educator Booker T. 
Washington to the White House, and people were scandalized that a black man 
was being entertained by the president. Not until 1930 was another black person 
invited to the White House. 

 This persistent stereotyping had tangible consequences. In 1942, during World 
War II, a public opinion poll asked which groups menace the country most. Jews 
were third, just behind Germans and Japanese. Hotels and restricted neighbor-
hoods carried signs, “No Jews or dogs allowed.”  

  Native Americans 
 “If Indians want to get the media’s attention, they should focus on issues much 

more important than whether a team has an Indian for a mascot or over a beer 
named Crazy Horse.” The advice stunned the audience of Native Americans. It 
was offered by the host of a major television network news show at a conference 
on the American Indian and the media. 

 The advice, well meaning though it may have been, revealed the insensitivity 
of whites to the feelings and frustrations of minority groups, in this case Native 
Americans. 

 “It has to do with self-esteem,” said Tim Giago, then publisher of  Indian 
Country Today,  a national weekly published in Rapid City, S.D. “It has to do with 
children growing up believing they are better than mascots.” Crazy Horse, Giago 
said, is a spiritual leader of the Lakota. 

 “What would happen if this company named a beer Martin Luther King Jr. 
malt liquor?” Giago asked. He went on, “Sure, there are more important issues 
facing us, but if we can’t be treated as human beings in the small things, we will 
never be heard when it comes to the big things.” Giago concluded his newspaper 
column with this warning:           

     Give the Relevance  
  The New York Times  

stylebook on mention of 
race, religion or ethnicity 
states:  

Race should be 
specified only if it is 
truly pertinent. The 
same stricture applies 
to ethnic and religious 
identifications.  

Since that guideline was 
established, the newspaper 
has added another rule: The 
relevance of race, religion 
or ethnicity must be made 
explicit in the article itself.    
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 “Like the blacks who were forced to sit in the back of the bus, we will no lon-
ger serve as mascots for the sports fanatics of this nation. We refuse to move to 
the back of the bus anymore.” 

  Success   Some protests have paid off. Colgate University, whose nickname 
was the Red Raiders, dropped “Red,” which is considered offensive to Native 
Americans. In Minneapolis, the  Star Tribune  does not use nicknames for 
American Indians in its sports reporting, replacing Braves, Chiefs, Tribe, Skins 
and others with the city or another suitable identifi er.   

  Substitutes for Observation 
 A news story grows out of the interaction between reporters and events. If 

reporters see the event in prefi xed forms, they will prejudge the event, making it 
conform to the stereotyped pictures they carry. Robert L. Heilbroner describes an 
experiment performed with college students that shows how powerful these pic-
tures can be. The students were shown “30 photographs of pretty but unidentifi ed 
girls, and asked to rate each in terms of ‘general liking, intelligence, beauty’ and 
so on,” Heilbroner says. 

 “Two months later,” he continues, “the same group were shown the same pho-
tographs, this time with fi ctitious Irish, Italian, Jewish and ‘American’ names 
attached to the pictures. Right away the ratings changed. Faces which were now 
seen as representing a national and religious group went down in looks and still 
farther down in likability, while the ‘American’ girls suddenly looked decidedly 
prettier and nicer.” 

 Stereotypes are, as the semanticist S.I. Hayakawa points out, “substitutes for 
observation.” 

 Journalists who settle for stereotyped responses to events might heed the warn-
ing of F. Scott Fitzgerald: “Begin with an individual and before you know it you 
have created a type; begin with a type and you have created—nothing.”    

  Patterns and Relationships  

 John Dewey said that “the striving to make stability of meaning prevail over 
the instability of events is the main task of intelligent human effort.” These mean-
ings are the patterns that establish relationships among facts and events. The great 
journalist of the muckraking period, Lincoln Steffens, said that his thinking about 
reporting was transformed by a prosecuting attorney during his investigation into 
municipal corruption in St. Louis. 

 “He was sweeping all his cases of bribery together to form a truth out of his 
facts,” Steffens wrote later. “He was generalizing . . . he was thinking about them 
all together and seeing what they meant all together.” Steffens said that this think-
ing led the prosecutor to conclude that the corruption was systemic. 

 Or, as the poet Robert Frost put it, thinking “is just putting this and that 
together.”  

Historical Notes
 In 1873, the Supreme 

Court ruled that a woman 
was not constitutionally 
entitled to practice law. The 
opinion of Justice Joseph 
B. Bradley stated, “The 
natural and proper timidity 
and delicacy which belongs 
to the female sex evidently 
unfits it for many of the 
occupations of civil life. The 
paramount destiny and mis-
sion of women are to fulfill 
the noble and benign office 
of wife and mother. This is 
the law of the Creator.”  

Despite the prejudice 
against hiring women as 
reporters and editors, the 
media had to bend because 
of the manpower shortage 
during World War II. One of 
those hired by the United 
Press was Priscilla Buckley, 
who recalls that when she 
was promoted to the sports 
desk, “I was never to men-
tion it to anyone. My copy, 
even the nightly feature 
story, was unsigned. If any-
one called for a clarification 
I was instructed to have a 
copy boy take the call.” 

     At the Movies  
 Scene from the 1939 

movie  Torchy Blane  in 
which Glenda Farrell plays a 
newspaperwoman, Torchy 
Blane. She and a police 
detective are sitting in a car:  

Detective—You wait 
here. This rat hole is no 
place for a woman.  

Torchy—But I’m a 
newspaperwoman.  

Detective—You just 
sit quietly and maybe 
nobody will notice it.    
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   Causal Relationships 
 The causal relationship is one of the most common patterns we form. The 

fi rst state-by-state comparison of how public school children do on national tests 
showed that only one in seven eighth graders is profi cient in mathematics. Why? 
Authorities said the data showed: 

  The states whose students had the best performances are also states with the 
lowest proportion of families headed by single parents. 

 Students with the worst performances came from southeastern states where 
poverty is high and from states with large, disadvantaged urban areas. 

 The top 10 states in student performance were also the 10 lowest-ranked states 
in the percentage of students who reported watching more than six hours of televi-
sion a night.  

 Here we have to be careful. Just because a situation occurs before or in tandem 
with an event does not qualify the situation as the cause of the event. Scientists 
worry about ozone depletion in the atmosphere, but they don’t think beer con-
sumption is the cause although it has been shown that the decline in the ozone 
parallels the increase in beer drinking. 

  Make the Connection   When a reporter has the necessary information, he or 
she should be willing to state the possibility of a causal relationship. When Gov. 
Mike Huckabee overruled a ban on smoking in restaurants voted by the Arkansas 
health board, reporters included in their stories that “Huckabee, a nonsmoker, has 
received tobacco industry campaign contributions.” Reporters for the  Minneapo-
lis Star Tribune  found that the milk producers lobby had channeled hundreds of 
thousands of dollars into the Republican Party treasury through dummy commit-
tees. Following these contributions, the reporters wrote, the White House decided 
to increase milk support prices. 

 There was no absolute proof that the contributions had caused the policy deci-
sions. But the reporters decided that the suggestion of a causal relationship was 
legitimate. 

 In the obituaries of Joe Pyne, a television and radio talk show host, and Hal 
March, a master of ceremonies on television quiz shows,  The New York Times  
reported the men died of lung cancer. Then the stories noted that Pyne had been 
a “heavy smoker” and that “Mr. March had smoked two packs of cigarettes a day 
for many years.” There was no proof their cigarette smoking had caused their 
cancer, but the data collected by the surgeon general’s offi ce had indicated a high 
probability of such a relationship, and the newspaper was willing to suggest the 
cause-and-effect relationship for its readers. 

 Making causal relationships in print or on the air represents a certain risk to 
the reporter, but experienced reporters know when to take risks. In fact, risk tak-
ing may be one of the marks of a successful journalist. The British mathemati-
cian G.B. Hardy remarked that high intelligence is not important to the success 
of most people. No one, he said, can make the most of his or her talents without 
constant application and without taking frequent risks.   

     Cause and Effect  
 In a traffic fatality 

roundup in a San Francisco 
newspaper, the reporter 
made clear the causal 
relationship:  

Ten lives in 10 hours. 
Such was the appalling toll 
yesterday of two head-on 
crashes that chalked up 
the grimmest period in Bay 
Area traffic history.  

Not one person in the 
four cars involved survived. 
An entire family of five was 
snuffed out. That family, 
and a sixth individual, were 
innocent victims.  

Speed was the killer. 
And liquor a confederate.  

Three died in an explo-
sive, flaming smashup on 
the Bay Bridge at 11:40 
p.m. yesterday. The killer 
car was going 90 miles an 
hour.  

Just 10 hours earlier, at 
1:40 p.m., seven met death 
in a jarring smackup. . . .    
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  Polar Alternatives 
 Another potentially dangerous line of thinking common among harried re-

porters is the polar alternative. For instance, the reporter may think, “Either the 
Black Parents Association is right or it is wrong in its stand on schoolbooks.” 
This either-or thinking can save the reporter time and energy, but it can lead to 
superfi cial journalism. 

 The reporter who looks only at the extremes of situations will be limiting 
observations to the most obvious elements of the event. The world is hardly bilat-
eral and the reporter should resist what is called  bilateral consciousness  by being 
aware of the infi nite colors and shades between black and white.  

  Linking Facts 
 Navigating a multitude of facets, faces and facts is half the task. The reporter’s 

most diffi cult job is to put them into some meaningful pattern, to synthesize them 
in a story. But that is what journalism is about—linking facts to make stories. 

 As we have seen, these leaps to signifi cant relationships are launched from 
solid ground. They are based on experience and the logical thinking of the kind 
described by the philosopher Isaiah Berlin: “To comprehend and contrast and 
classify and arrange, to see in patterns of lesser or greater complexity is not a 
peculiar kind of thinking, it is thinking itself.” 

 The technique of patterning is described by T.S. Eliot, the poet, this way: 
“The poet’s mind is a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, 
phrases, images, which remain there until all the particles which can unite to form 
a new compound are present together.” In describing the emotion in a poem, he 
says it “is a concentration and a new thing resulting from the concentration, of a 
very great number of experiences which to the practical and active person would 
not seem to be experiences at all; it is a concentration which does not happen 
consciously or of deliberation.” 

 There is not much difference in the ways poets and journalists think, indeed in 
the ways all creative people think. The ability to pattern observations and feelings 
is the mark of the thinking person, whether we look at a reporter covering a story 
or a composer at her piano. 

 The good reporter has what the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead describes 
as an “eye for the whole chessboard, for the bearing of one set of ideas on 
another.” In his book  The Powers That Be,  David Halberstam describes “the great 
reporter’s gifts” as “limitless energy, a fi ne mind, total recall and an ability to 
synthesize material.”  

  Finding the Links 
 Reporters are always looking for facts that relate to each other. The obitu-

ary writer wants to know the cause of death, especially if the death is sudden, 
unexpected. 

 A reporter covering such a death was given the explanation—accidental gun-
shot wound. But the reporter wonders. The death seems staged. Could it have 

     Military Protects Sex 
Offenders, Punishes 
Their Victims  

 First it was a hunch, 
say Miles Moffeit and Amy 
Herdy of  The Denver Post.  
“A cluster of five spousal 
homicides at Fort Bragg 
last year suggested big 
problems with how the U.S. 
military handles domestic 
violence,” they say. They 
decided to look deeper.  

As they began their 
reporting, the story broke 
of dozens of female cadets 
at the U.S. Air Force 
Academy being sexually 
assaulted with no prosecu-
tion of their attackers. “We 
nailed a pattern,” they say: 
Abusers were being treated 
lightly.  

For nine months they 
interviewed victims and 
reviewed thousands of 
documents to support their 
conclusion. They found that 
“only a small fraction of 
batterers faced prosecution 
within the armed services.”  

Their three-part series 
“Betrayal in the Ranks” 
found “sexual and domestic 
violence to be widespread 
in the armed services” and 
that the “military’s unique 
justice system protects 
abusers while punishing 
the victims of domestic and 
sexual violence.”    
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been a suicide? That’s playing games, he says to himself. Still, the death looks 
like that of a character in a novel. Thinking of this sort led the reporter to dig and 
then to write that Ernest Hemingway had killed himself, contrary to the explana-
tion put out by the authorities, who had agreed to cover up the truth. 

  A Story Possibility   A reporter assigned to write a year-end summary of traffi c 
fatalities begins with the data the police department has supplied. As she scans 
the fi gures of deaths and injuries, she notices that pedestrian deaths and inju-
ries are up 16 percent, whereas the increase last year over the previous year was 
8 percent. She decides to concentrate on pedestrian accidents. 

 Further examination indicates that most of those killed and injured were 
14 years old and under. The reporter recalls that some months ago a parents’ 
organization petitioned the city council to provide more play streets for the warm-
weather months in areas where there is a heavy concentration of low-income 
families and few open spaces. She wonders whether the number of children who 
were killed and hurt in traffi c accidents was high in the summer. She also checks 
the location of the accidents. A pattern is beginning to take shape. Now she must 
determine whether the facts support her ideas. 

 As she moves through the data, she notices the traffi c department lists the 
times at which deaths and injuries occurred. She is surprised at the number of 
children who were killed or hurt in the evening. Well, she reasons, perhaps that is 
logical. Where else can kids play on hot summer evenings, especially youngsters 
from homes without air conditioning? She looks at her newspaper’s clip fi le to 
check her recollections of the city council meeting. All this takes less than an 
hour. Next, she makes several telephone calls to gather additional information. 

 A reporter’s approach to the story is as important as the fact gathering. She 
could have settled for Layer I reporting. Had she done so, her story might have 
begun this way: 

  Pedestrian deaths and injuries in the city last year were 
16 percent higher than the previous year, a year-end 
summary of traffi c accidents disclosed today.   

  Dangerous Streets   Instead, after her fi rst hour of checking the clips and another 
45 minutes of calls, she is ready to write a story that she begins this way: 

  For 10 of the city’s children the streets they played on 
last summer became a death trap.  

 She then gives the total fi gures for all deaths and injuries to children under 
14 and the total traffi c deaths for the city. Then she works into her story the peti-
tion the parents had presented to the city council. Her fi nding that the evening 
hours were particularly dangerous for youngsters had not been discovered by the 
parents, who had asked for daytime restrictions on traffi c. 

 Before writing, the reporter had called the head of the parents’ group and told 
her about the evening accident rate. The reporter was told that the group probably 
will renew its petitioning, this time with the request that in the summer some 
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streets be permanently blocked off to traffi c. This new material—the concept of 
24-hour play streets—went into the story also. 

 The reporter not only turned out a meaningful story by linking certain facts but 
performed a public service for her community as well.      

   Summing Up 

 Journalists use their intuition and feelings to provide insights into events 
and situations. Hunches and emotions are valuable but must be checked to see 
whether they are legitimate. Particularly sensitive are the sentiments we carry 
with us from childhood—some positive, some negative.  

  Further Reading 

 Hayakawa, S.I., and Alan R. Hayakawa.  Language in Thought and Action,  
5th ed. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991. 

 Lippmann, Walter.  Public Opinion.  Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, 1997. 
 Ochse, R.A.  Before the Gates of Excellence: The Determinants of Creative 

Genius.  New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990.   
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      Part Five: Introduction 

  In the next seven chapters we will follow reporters on different beats as they 
report and write their stories. We’ll look at the stories that reporters handle most 
often. Each chapter contains a checklist, a guide to the necessary elements that 
these stories should contain. 

 For example: The obituary checklist includes the name, age and identifi cation 
of the deceased; the cause, time and place of death; the survivors; funeral and 
burial plans and some background about the deceased. We can make similar lists 
of necessities for other story types.   

  Using the Checklist 

  When reporters go out on an assignment, they aim to gather information on the 
checklist, the essentials of the story. The checklist is a starter, a takeoff point. The 
elements on the checklist are not in the order they should appear in the story. Any 
one of the elements could be made into a lead, depending upon the circumstances. 
Reporters use their judgment to determine what constitutes the news angle or 
theme of the event. Also, not all of the elements will appear in every story, but 
most will.    

      Students should not regard the checklist as a cook approaches a recipe for fl ap-
jacks—a cup of pancake mix, one large egg, a cup of milk, a tablespoon of liquid 
shortening; stir until fairly smooth and then pour on a preheated, lightly greased 
griddle. That may make for a satisfying short stack, but this is a textbook, not 
a cookbook. Creative cooks always depart from recipes anyway. The reporter’s 
task is to put his or her personal stamp on copy. The checklist is designed to point 
the reporter in the right direction.   

  Types of Beats 

  There are two kinds of beats—topical and geographical. Some of the topical 
beats are education, politics, business—beats that take reporters over a wide area 
in pursuit of stories. Some of the geographical beats are the courthouse, city hall, 
police—beats that require the reporter to report from a specifi c location. 

 Beats come and go. When many Americans made their living on the farm, 
agriculture was a major beat. It remains so in only a few areas of the country. 
With the invention of the computer and the soaring developments in technol-
ogy, new beats that required technical knowledge were installed in newsrooms. 
Long-established beats like business and education, once routinely covered, 
widened to include investigative reporting. 

 The beats and stories in the chapters in this section cover areas of reporting to 
which beginning reporters are most likely to be assigned. 

Enterprise
“I was working as a 

sports writer when the city 
editor asked me to take a 
call about an automobile 
accident. I had no idea 
what I should say or ask. 
The police officer asked me, 
‘Whaddya need to know?’ 
I froze. Then a light blipped 
and I said, ‘Well, you know, 
the usual stuff.’ Fortunately, 
he knew what the ‘usual 
stuff’ is and rattled it off.”

—Frank Herron, The Post 
Standard, Syracuse, N.Y.
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348 Part Five Accidents to Education

    Covering a Beat 

  The reporter starting on a beat tries to meet everyone—clerks, secretaries, typ-
ists, assistants as well as those in charge of the offi ces and agencies on the beat. 
It’s a good idea to give sources a business card or a note with your name, address 
and phone number. 

 “Shoot the breeze,” says an experienced beat reporter. “That’s the way to 
develop sources and how you fi nd good stories. People usually are happy to chat 
with a reporter. 

 “You need to establish a relationship of trust with sources. But you make 
no promises you cannot fulfi ll or that interfere with your responsibilities as a 
reporter.” 

 When he was the editor of  The Charlotte  (N.C.)  Observer,  Rich Oppel distrib-
uted to his staff eight tips for managing a beat. Here, in summarized form, are his 
suggestions:

    Get started fast  and get out of the offi ce. Don’t waste time. Not many stories 
are found in newsrooms.  

   Set daily goals.   

   Build sources.  There is no substitute for regular, perhaps daily, contact.  

   Do favors.  Where appropriate, do a favor for a source. The council member’s 
daughter needs a copy of a month-old edition for a class project. Why not?  

   Ask the sweeping questions;  ask the dumb questions. What’s taking most of 
your time these days? What’s the biggest problem you face in your job?  

   Listen carefully, watch carefully.   

   Look at the record.  In managing a beat, go for original source material.  

   Set up calls.  Make phone checks. Phone calls are a supplement, not a substi-
tute, for direct contact.      

  Know the Beat 

  We can add a number 9 to this list:  Know the beat.  This means knowing the 
people in charge and those who work for them. It means knowing how the orga-
nization, commission, offi ce works. A reporter said of a fellow reporter famous 
for his digging that resulted in many prizewinning stories, “He understands the 
process.” 

 The following chapters will help you master the fundamentals of these beats.    

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

Deskbound
“The biggest problem 

I have in the newsroom 
is getting the reporters 
off their asses and into 
the communities they are 
supposed to be covering.”

—Malcolm A. Borg, 
publisher, The Record, 

Hackensack, N.J.

Details Make the 
Story Ring True

Journalists on the beat 
keep an eye out for the 
little things.

“Caress the detail, the 
divine detail.”

—Vladimir Nabokov

“Details make stories 
human, and the more 
human a story can be, the 
better.”

—V.S. Pritchett

“Don’t generalize. Use 
specific images. Avoid 
abstractions. Be concrete.”

—Judy Delton

Ingenuity and 
Shoe Leather

“Good writing depends 
on good reporting. By 
reporting I mean using shoe 
leather and ingenuity, get-
ting people to talk with you, 
listening for clues that let you 
into the soul of the story.

“Reporting means 
thinking on your feet, ask-
ing questions that grow out 
of your curiosity and ability 
to read your characters and 
the moment.”

—Tom Hallman Jr., 
The Oregonian
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 Accidents and Disasters 18

Preview
Local stories about accidents and disasters must 

include:

 • Names and addresses of dead and injured.
Extent and cost of property damage.
Time, location and cause of accident.
Comments from eyewitnesses and authorities.

Interviews with those involved in the accident or disas-
ter breathe life into these stories. Quotations, not para-
phrases, are used as often as possible.

Reporters are careful about attributing the cause of 
accidents from the scene. They await offi cial determina-
tion or the issuance of a citation by authorities.

•
•
•

Motor Vehicle Accidents

Every year more than 41,000 people die and 2.7 million others are injured in 
7 million motor vehicle accidents. News of cars smashing into each other on fog-
bound highways and buses tumbling off mountain passes are given good play in 
newspapers and on local broadcast stations. Only the routine “fender benders,” as 
reporters describe minor accidents, are ignored or summarized. It’s a rare reporter 
who has never written a fatal, a story about an accident in which at least one 
person died.

One accident story tends to read like another. But the enterprising reporter 
fi nds an aspect of the event that sets his or her story apart. In this story from 

“Up here.”
Naomi Halperin, The Morning Call

You never go out on an 
assignment as a blank slate.
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350 Part Five Accidents to Education

The “dark stretch of road” has an ominous sound to it. We all know dangerous 
places like that. The story would have been more effective had those words in the 
third paragraph been worked into the lead.

Checklist: Motor Vehicle Accidents

___Victims: names, identifi cation of dead and injured.

___Type of vehicles involved.

___Location.

___Time.

___Cause of accident (from offi cial source).

___Names and identifi cation of other drivers and passengers.

___Cause of death, injuries.

___Where dead taken.

___Where injured taken and how.

___Extent of injuries.

___Heroism, rescues.

___Latest condition of critically injured.

___Funeral arrangements if available.

___Damage to vehicles.

___Arrests or citations by police.

___Unusual weather or highway conditions.

___Accounts by eyewitnesses and investigating offi cers.

___Speed, origin and destination of vehicles.

DANVILLE—A 55-year-old Martins-
ville, Ind., man was killed Wednesday 
night as he was walking across the highway 
in the 2500 block of Georgetown Road.

Harold Owens was killed when he was 
struck by a car and a pickup truck while 
walking across Illinois 1 in the Hegler area 
south of Danville at 9:40 p.m.

That dark stretch of the road has been 
the scene of numerous fatal pedestrian 
accidents, according to Vermilion County 
Coroner Lyle Irvin.

Mr. Owens was with a logging crew that 
is working in the county. He was staying at 
a motel in the area and was walking across 
the road to a tavern, Irvin said.

Expanding the 
Accident Story

When Mark Siebert of 
The Des Moines Register 
was assigned to write about 
the death of a teen-ager 
in an ATV accident, he 
decided to dig further into 
accidents involving all-
terrain vehicles. He found 
the death was the second in 
10 days of a youngster driv-
ing an ATV, the fourth in 
the state so far in the year.

Over the country, he 
reported, ATV-related 
deaths are increasing, 
a situation that worried 
Iowa officials. They worry, 
Siebert wrote, “because 
of recent law changes.” 
One such change “elimi-
nated the requirement 
that ATV’s carry orange 
safety flags,” he wrote. 
He quoted a state official 
who said that restrictions 
were also removed to allow 
ATV operators to drive in 
ditches.

The News-Gazette in Champaign-Urbana, Ill., the location of the fatality was 
newsworthy:
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Sources
State highway patrol; local, suburban police; sheriff’s offi ce; hospital; ambu-

lance service; mortuary; coroner.

Cautions
Art Carey of The Philadelphia Inquirer says that one of the fi rst warnings he 

received about covering accidents was to be careful of inadvertently attributing 
blame when writing about the cause. Unless one of the drivers has been cited or 
arrested, it is best to avoid a detailed description of the cause. The reporter must be 
especially careful about saying which vehicle struck the other because such state-
ments may imply responsibility. Also, be wary of eyewitness accounts, and verify 
addresses and the spelling of names in police reports.

Airplane Accidents

Airplane accidents make headlines. A motor vehicle collision in which two are 
killed will not receive the attention given the crash of an airplane with the same 
number of fatalities. Airline crashes are big news. Newspapers and stations will 
scan the casualty list carried on the wires for the names of local residents.

Checklist: Airplane Accidents

___Number of dead and injured.

___Time, location and offi cial cause of crash.

___Origin and destination of plane.

___Airline and fl ight number.

___Type of plane: manufacturer, number of engines.

___Victims: names and identifi cation (including hometown).

___Survivors by name.

___Condition of injured.

___Where dead and injured taken.

___Cause of death: impact, fi re, exposure.

___Altitude at time of trouble.

___Weather and fl ying conditions.

___Last words of crew from black box.

___Police, fi re, rescue units at scene.

Careful
Resist the temptation to 

write that airplanes collided 
in midair, a word that has 
no meaning. Just write that 
they collided, says the AP. If 
they collide on the ground, 
say so in the lead.

Resist pressure to give 
the cause. The National 
Transportation Safety Board 
usually takes a year or 
more to find the reason. 
The Aviation/Space Writers 
Association advises, “Don’t 
jump to conclusions. 
Avoid oversimplifications. 
Attribute statements and 
conclusions.”
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___Unusual incidents; heroism.

___Eyewitness accounts of survivors.

___Eyewitness accounts of people on ground.

___Comments by air controllers, offi cials, airline company.

___Cost of aircraft.

___Prominent people aboard.

___Fire and other destruction as result of crash.

___Direction aircraft heading before crash.

___Flight recorder recovered?

___If aircraft was missing, who found wreckage and how.

___Funeral arrangements, if available.

___Survivors of deceased, if available.

___Offi cial inquiry.

___Previous crashes in area.

___Previous crashes of same type of plane or same airline.

Sources
Airline; police, fi re, and other rescue units; Federal Aviation Administration 

(which in many large cities has a special telephone number for accident infor-
mation); air traffi c controllers; airport offi cials; National Transportation Safety 
Board; hospital; mortuary; coroner; morgue.

Cautions
Eyewitnesses on the ground are notoriously inaccurate about aircraft crashes. 

Early reports of casualties tend to be exaggerated. Passenger fl ight lists can be 
erroneous; verify if possible.

Quotes Essential

The air traffi c controller who handled Flight 1549 that ditched in the Hudson 
River said he had no hope for anyone’s survival when the pilot told him of his 
plan. “People don’t survive landings on the Hudson River,” the controller said. “I 
thought it was his own death sentence.” The controller’s comments were placed 
high in the story of his testimony before a congressional committee looking into 
the incident.

Reporters listen for the remarks that make the story ring with authenticity and 
that separate this particular accident from others like it:

Pilot Makes 
Miracle Landing

Shortly after takeoff, 
the pilot of US Airways 
Flight 1549 from New York 
City to Charlotte heard a 
thump, then another. He 
had lost power in both jets.

Pilot Chesley B. Sullen-
berger III thought he might 
make it to a nearby airport, 
then changed his mind. To 
avoid the densely populated 
city, he decided to ditch in 
the Hudson River between 
New York and New Jersey. 
The 150 passengers were told 
to brace for a rough landing.

The successful river 
ditching was photographed 
by people on both sides of 
the river who sent their pic-
tures by Twitter, and within 
minutes a blogger who had 
seen the landing from her 
office window reported that 
“the plane is floating and 
rescuers are on the scene 
and it looks as if the pas-
sengers and crew are being 
rescued via life rafts.”

The news story began:

A US Airways jetliner 
with 155 people aboard 
lost power in both 
engines after taking off 
from LaGuardia Airport 
but the pilot successfully 
ditched the plane in the 
Hudson River.

The jets apparently 
were struck by birds. The 
150 passengers and five 
members of the crew 
were rescued by a flotilla 
of converging ferries 
and emergency boats.

What could have been 
a catastrophe was averted 
by the pilot’s quick think-
ing and deft maneuver-
ing, actions eyewitnesses 
and officials described as 
“miraculous.”
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CADIZ, Ky., Dec. 16 (AP)—Seven teen-age boys who had 
squeezed into a compact car were killed in a head-on collision on 
Wednesday, plunging this small town into mourning.

None of the boys was wearing a seatbelt when their car crossed 
the center line and collided with a four-wheel-drive vehicle outside 
this town of 1,600 in southwest Kentucky.

“No community this size can take seven at one time,” David 
Goodcase, administrator of Trigg County Hospital, said as the hos-
pital fi lled with friends and relatives. Boys and girls sat in clusters 
and wept.

Katrina Folo In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, tens of thousands of home-
less people sought out friends and relatives to stay with. The AP moved a story 
from Lancaster, Pa., about 20 adults and 19 children showing up “at Patricia and 
Timothy Edwards’ house a few hours before dawn Sunday, and now it’s their 
home, even if some have to sleep four to a bed.”

The story quotes Ms. Edwards’ response when her mother had called from 
New Orleans about the family’s plight:

“I said, ‘Wait a minute, stop right now.’ 
I didn’t think twice: ‘Bring them all, I don’t 
care.’ ”

Lead Material Sometimes the remarks of the coroner or an offi cial can pro-
vide material for the lead, as in this story from the Herald-Dispatch in Hunting-
ton, W. Va.:

ELK CREEK, W. Va.—Two brothers 
died early yesterday when their car went 
off W. Va. 65 and struck a tree, a county 
offi cial said.

The deaths were the second and third 
traffi c fatalities in Mingo County in two 
days, said interim County Coroner Larry 
Wood.

He identifi ed the victims as Jimmy 
Nichols, 16, of Varney, and Clyde R. Nich-
ols, 18, of Columbus.

He said their car left the highway about 

12:15 a.m., wrapped around a tree and 
“practically disintegrated.”

Although wreckage was scattered over a 
wide area, evidence at the scene indicated that 
Jimmy Nichols was driving, the coroner said.

“From the appearance of the car and 
where it left the road, excessive speed prob-
ably caused the accident,” said Deputy Bill 
Webb of the Mingo County Sheriff ’s De-
partment.

There were no witnesses to the crash, he 
said. . . .

That partial quote in the fourth paragraph is too good to be buried. Try your 
hand at including it in the lead.

Here’s a quote from someone who witnessed the path of a car after it hit an 
abutment on a bridge overpass:

“I looked up and saw him fl ipping 
through the air and coming at me head-
fi rst,” said John Pender of Havertown.
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It, too, was far down in the story, as was the fact that the car traveled 250 feet 
in the air before striking cars when it landed. For the full story, see Spectacular 
Crash in NRW Plus.

Storms, Floods, Disasters

Floods, earthquakes, hurricanes, storms and drought . . . nature’s excesses are 
the media’s regular fare. Everyone is interested in the weather, and when it turns 
really bad it becomes front-page news and leads the evening newscast. Hurricane 
Floyd weakened when it struck eastern North Carolina, but it killed fi ve, knocked 
out power to a million homes and caused massive fl ooding. It was news on page 1 
of The News & Observer of Raleigh for two weeks, and stations sent out waves of 
teams to cover the damage.

The epic waves—called a tsunami—that struck southern Asia at the end of 
2004 took more than 300,000 lives and was the subject of massive coverage for 
weeks. Reporters described the onslaught of the waters as they engulfed fi shing 
villages and resort hotels, children in school and sunbathers. They described the 
rescue at sea of a man who clung to an uprooted tree for eight days, the torment of 
a mother who watched her 8-year-old daughter being swept away and who could 
not hold on to her 4-year-old as the sea pulled the child from her grip. “I feel I 
should have died with the kids,” she told a reporter.

Accident or Disaster? The line separating accidents and storms from disas-
ters is diffi cult to draw. If the difference is the number of lives lost, the amount 
of property damaged or destroyed, then who would set down the numbers that 
separate them? Katrina took 1,800 lives, a handful compared to the hundreds of 
thousands lost in the tidal wave that engulfed Indonesian islands a year before. To 
the Texas A&M community, the death of several students and a former student 
when a pile of logs collapsed was a disaster.

Some defi ne a disaster as massive, widespread destruction of the kind usually 
associated with the vagaries of nature—fl oods, earthquakes, hurricanes, storms 
and drought. It might be a famine in Ethiopia, an earthquake in Mexico, a volca-
nic eruption in Colombia that takes 22,000 lives in one hellish night. Generally, 
journalists use the word disaster to cover large loss of life or massive property 
damage and the relocation of many residents.

Handling a Disaster
Dave Saltonstall was the rewrite man at the Daily News who wrote the major 

story following the attack on the World Trade Center in New York. He describes 
the day in the newsroom:

I learned about noon that I’d be writing the “main bar,” a story that was in fact 
an enormous group effort. The News had over 120 reporters and photographers 
on the street that day, some of whom were nearly killed by the collapsing towers. 
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My job was to sort through the dozens of feeds that came in and weave them into 
something that was hopefully accurate, concise and clear-headed. In that, the story 
was not unlike any other major disaster take-out. But of course this wasn’t like any 
other story.

I think we all knew that Sept. 11th was one of those rare moments when the 
national psyche is transformed instantaneously and forever. And in a way, I think 
the weight of the day almost made the writing easier—the events were so power-
ful, so cataclysmic, that little fl ourish was needed.

What was required was a clear recounting of an extraordinarily confusing and 
frightening day. We tried to do that, without losing sight of the deep emotional 
scars that the attacks would surely leave. Capturing the sheer scope of the damage 
and loss became the biggest rhetorical challenge, and at fi rst the lead called it “the 
deadliest assault on the U.S. since the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.” But by 
nightfall, it was slowly becoming clear that the loss of life would be much greater 
than Pearl Harbor or any other American confl ict. That is well established now but 
seemed like much more of a reach in those fi rst uncertain hours, when the death 
toll was still largely a guessing game.

So we changed the lead at the last minute to “the deadliest assault on the U.S. 
in its history,” which I think aptly and correctly conveyed the gravity of the day. 
The fi rst edition left my desk at about 9 p.m., but we were able to update most 
stories until about 1 a.m.

The challenge then became delivering the newspaper, which was a serious issue 
at the time since all bridges and tunnels into the city were closed and The News 
has been printed in New Jersey for years. But my understanding is that calls were 
made to Gov. Pataki’s offi ce and, given the obvious public service that all print 
media provided that day, our trucks were brought into the city under police escort. 
They hit the stands a little late but, like every other daily, were gone from most 
neighborhoods by 10 a.m. or so.

Rescues Storm and disaster coverage includes stories of the work of rescuers:

“Deadliest Assault”
Here is how Saltonstall 

began his story:
On a day of unspeak-

able horror for New York 
and the nation, terrorists 
crashed planes into the 
World Trade Center and 
the Pentagon yesterday in 
the deadliest assault on the 
United States in its history.

“Thousands of lives 
were suddenly ended by 
evil, despicable acts of 
terror,” President Bush said 
in an address to the nation 
last night.

The attacks involved 
four synchronized plane 
hijackings, two from Bos-
ton, one from Newark and 
one from Dulles Interna-
tional outside Washington. 
Each was bound for the 
West Coast, loaded with 
fuel for the cross-country 
flight, and they crashed 
within 90 minutes of one 
another.

Hurricane Floyd’s drenching rain turned 
parts of Interstates 95 and 40 into treacher-
ous passages Thursday, leading to at least 
two deaths and a pair of dramatic rescues in 
Nash and Pender counties.

The two victims couldn’t be identifi ed.

But there were plenty of witnesses to 
rescues by Marine Corps helicopters in 
Nash and a mix of Highway Patrol troopers 
and volunteers in Pender, both daring acts 
that kept the death toll from climbing.

—The News & Observer

At Ground Zero

The fi refi ghters refused to leave.
Sweaty and soot-covered, they were 

beaten down with exhaustion, pain and 
anger.

At ground zero, amid the twisted and 
ash-coated rubble that had rained down on 
Battery Park City, they sat stunned, resting 

their aching bodies against buildings like 
the homeless.

“If any of you have already completed 
your 24-hour shift, please go home and 
report back here at 0900 hours,” a deputy 
chief barked through a bullhorn.
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Folo Stories
The coverage also includes what is known as a folo, a follow-up story that 

assesses damages, physical and emotional. The folo may also tell stories of cour-
age and endurance.

After Katrina struck along the southern coast of the United States, reporters 
spread out to cities where the displaced residents had fl ed. They described over-
whelmed classrooms in Houston, overcrowded relatives in Baton Rouge.

The debate over whether to rebuild New Orleans to its former stature contin-
ued for many months, as did the racial aspect of the disaster: Much of the most 
devastated parts of the city were black sections several feet under sea level and 
the most likely to be fl ooded again should another Katrina-type hurricane strike.

Hurricane Floyd Peter St. Onge wrote folos for The Charlotte Observer when 
Hurricane Floyd receded, leaving in its wake the homeless and the penniless and 
some with stories of their rescue. For two stories St. Onge wrote, see The Storm 
That Shocked N.C. in NRW Plus. St. Onge also describes how he reported and 
wrote these stories.

Forecasting Failures In the years that 45 hurricanes struck the United States 
since 1992, how well did the federal government’s multi-billion-dollar weather-
tracking system work? The Miami Herald’s Debbie Cenziper decided to try to 
fi nd out. She spent eight months investigating. Her conclusion: The forecasting 
system had failed nearly half the time.

“Buoys, weather balloons, radars, ground sensors and hurricane hunter planes” 
often did not work. Staff shortages were chronic. She quotes a science offi cer at 
the Miami offi ce of the National Weather Service, “It’s almost like we’re fore-
casting blind.” Lack of equipment and obsolete equipment hampered the fore-
casters, she reported.

Service workers knew of the problems but were told not to go public with their 
concerns. But Cenziper’s stories were effective. Less than a month after the fi nal 
story in her series appeared, she wrote:

WASHINGTON—A group of infl uen-
tial U.S. senators convinced Congress this 
week to help shore up the nation’s storm-
warning system, with new equipment and 

Two dozen shell-shocked fi refi ghters 
stood up, as if to leave—only to sit down 
again once the supervisor left.

“Some guys have been here since 9 a.m., 
and they won’t go home,” explained one 
Bronx fi refi ghter.

“Our brothers, our friends, our relatives 
are buried there. I’m not going anywhere,” 
he said.

“My uncle is a fi refi ghter assigned to a 
house near here, and we haven’t heard from 
him.”

The dozens of smashed-up and ash-
covered emergency vehicles nearby graphi-
cally illustrated the disaster facing their 
buried comrades.

—New York Post
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four more forecasters for the National Hur-
ricane  Center—the most signifi cant increase 
in years.

Checklist: Storms, Floods 
and Disasters

As in the accident story, the human toll is more important 
than the loss of property.

___Dead.

___Injured.

___Total affected or in danger.

___Cause of death.

___Estimated death and injury toll.

___Eyewitness accounts.

___Property loss:

___Homes.

___Land.

___Public utilities.

___Permanent damage.

___Rescue and relief operations:

___Evacuations.

___Heroism.

___Unusual equipment used or unique rescue techniques.

___Number of offi cial personnel and volunteers.

___ Warnings: health department, public utility commission, 
police and highway department statements.

___Looting.

___Number of spectators.

___Insurance.

___Suits.

___Arrests.

___Investigations.

___Cleanup activities.

Jack Andresen, Daily News Tribune

Tornado Cleanup
Lloyd B. Cunningham, 

Argus Leader
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Sources
In storm and disaster coverage, statements may be issued by presidents and 

prime ministers, local police and priests. The destruction may be so vast no single 
source is adequate for coverage. Usually, the fi rst place the reporter turns is to the 
experts—meteorologists for the weather picture, the Federal Aviation Adminis-
tration for plane crashes, the Red Cross for disaster assistance.

Experts sometimes speak in technical language, and the reporter should know 
some of these terms. In a fl ood situation, for example:

Flood stage—The height of the river above which damage begins to occur, 
usually because the river overfl ows its banks.

Crest—The highest level that a river reaches.

Human Interest

When a cold wave swept through the East over Christmas, it left seven dead 
in New Jersey. For his story of the disaster, Jim Dwyer chose fi ve of the dead and 
began his story with vignettes: One man had in his pocket a 16-year-old newspa-
per clipping about his son’s death; another was found dead in the front seat of a 
truck in which he had sought shelter.

A homeless man had dozed off under the Atlantic City boardwalk. “The tem-
perature was basically warm when John went to sleep,” said a friend, “but then it 
dropped rather drastically. In that drastic drop was when he died.”

Caution: Eyewitness accounts should be treated with care, especially if they 
are of events that unfold rapidly and particularly if the witness to the event is 
emotionally involved.

Writing the Disaster Story: Caution

With stories of the dimension of a disaster, the reporter is tempted to pull out 
every writing device he or she knows. Resist. If resisting is diffi cult, pause and 
refl ect on the story—part fact, part fi ction—told of the reporter from a Philadel-
phia newspaper sent to cover a mine disaster in Donora, Pa., where hundreds of 
miners were entombed dead or facing imminent death from mine gas. The mine 
was surrounded by weeping relatives, and when it was opened 200 bodies were 
taken out.

The reporter looked at this scene of death and grief and wired his newspaper 
the lead: “God sits tonight on a little hill overlooking the scene of disaster. . . .”

As these words came over the telegraph machine in the newsroom in Philadel-
phia, an editor shouted out, “Stop,” and he handed the telegraph editor a message 
to send back to the reporter in Donora: “Never mind disaster—interview God.”
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   Preview 
 Obituaries are among the most frequently read stories 

in the newspaper. The obituary sums up the activities and 
outstanding qualities of the individual. 

 The obituary usually centers on the person’s most note-
worthy accomplishment or activity. 

 Interviews with survivors and friends often turn up 
interesting material. 

 Incidents in the person’s life that are well-known to the 
public are included in the obituary. 

 Verifi cation of the death from mortuaries or authori-
ties is essential.  

 Here are two views of the obituary:

    1. “The obituary is a routine story that no reporter enjoys writing.”  

   2.  “On the obituary page may be found the summing up of the glories, the 
achievements, the mediocrities, and the failures of a life which the rest of 
the paper chronicled day by day.”    

 The fi rst description is taken from a journalism textbook, the second from 
a veteran journalist’s article about writing obituaries. Many obituaries are 
indeed routine, written by writers who rigorously follow a formula so that 
only names, addresses, ages and the other vital statistics differentiate one 
obituary from another. However, the writers who use their reportorial and 
writing skills on obituaries develop interesting stories. Obituaries are among 
the best-read parts of the newspaper. 

 No reporter should approach any story with the intention of writing 
routinely. Of course, some stories are diffi cult to make interesting, but the 
obituary hardly falls into this category, for the reporter has a wide panorama 
from which to select material—a person’s entire life. No life lacks drama, if 
the reporter has the intelligence and the time and the desire to look for it.  

“I’m 47 years old, and I’m burying 
people a lot younger than me.”—Rodney 
Gervais, member of the Blackfl eet Reser-
vation tribal council, Browning, Mont.

R.J. Sangosti, The Denver Post

Tuck them into their 
graves.

Rev.Confi rming Pages
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   Good Reading, Revealing Reading  

 The obituary writer is our truth teller, tracing for us lives well or ill spent. When 
the Rev. Frederick J. Eikerenkoetter—known to his radio and TV followers as Rev. 
Ike—died, obituary writers did not hesitate to describe how his message to his fl ock of 
enrichment has enriched him. The  New York Daily News  put this lead on its obituary: 

  The Rev. Frederick Eikerenkoetter, known 
as Rev. Ike to a legion of his followers here 
and across the nation to whom he preached the 
blessings of prosperity while making millions 
from their donations, has died. He was 74.  

 The  Los Angeles Times ’s obituary referred to the minister’s “opulent lifestyle—
he was given at one point to wearing a gold watch, a silver-and-diamond tie pin, 
a silver bracelet and a large gold ring studded with more than a dozen diamonds.” 
The obituary added that “his church owned 16 Rolls-Royces for his use as well 
as an undisclosed number of Mercedes-Benzes, Bentleys and other cars. (As he 
once put it, ‘My garages runneth over.’)” 

 Matt Schudel of  The Washington Post  began his obituary of another minister 
this way: 

  The Reverend John Cross Jr., who was 
pastor of the 16th Street Baptist Church in 
Birmingham, Ala., in 1963, when four girls 
at his church were killed in a bombing that 
became a turning point in the civil rights 
movement, died November 15 at DeKalb 
Medical at Hillandale, in Lithonia, Ga. He 
was 82 and had had a series of strokes in 
recent years. 

 Cross was named pastor of the vener-
able Birmingham church in 1962 after serv-
ing at a Baptist church in Richmond, Va. 
Not previously identifi ed as a civil rights 
activist, he appeared to be a good match for 
the conservative black church, which was 
known for its educated congregation. 

 But when he stepped off the train in Bir-
mingham and tried to hail a taxicab, Cross 
encountered a level of racial animosity he 
hadn’t seen anywhere else. 

 “[I] don’t drive coloreds,” a white taxi 
driver told him, according to a 1991 article 
in the Boston Globe. “I’ll tell you what,” 
Cross said, leaning in the window. “I’m 
coming here to pastor a church. Before I 
leave here, you’ll be hauling anybody who 
wants to be hauled.” 

 With the encouragement of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr., Cross made his church 
a rallying point for the civil rights move-
ment in one of the most volatile cities in the 
South. . . .  

 Patricia Sullivan began the obituary of a well-known educational innovator 
this way in  The Washington Post:  

  Stanley H. Kaplan, 90, who founded 
the nation’s fi rst and largest test prepara-
tion company and transformed the way 

students prepare for higher education, died 
Aug. 23 of a heart ailment at his home in 
New York. 
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  Guideline  

 William Buchanan of  The Boston Globe  was guided in writing obituaries by 
the thought “that what I wrote would probably be the last words ever printed 
about the person. That’s why I always worked hard to include something in that 
person’s life of which he or she would have been most proud.” 

  I recall one woman who worked for years in the offi ce of a candy factory. 
The part of her life she loved most was playing the violin at special Masses at 
St. Peter’s and St. Paul’s Churches in Dorchester. Or, for another example, there 
was a man who started as a busboy in a restaurant and later became the owner; 
after he became the owner, no job was too menial for him to handle. That clearly 
showed his character.  

         Even when the life is brief, the obituary can be interesting, even moving. 
Here is the beginning of an obituary of a 12-year-old boy written by a young 
reporter, James Eggensperger, for the  Sanders County Ledger  in Thompson 
Falls, Mont. 

  Ronald Laws, a rising star in Thomp-
son Falls athletic competition, died Friday 
night doing one of the things he liked best, 
playing baseball. He was 12 years old. 

 Ron, as his friends and teachers and 
coaches called him, was batting in a Little 

League baseball game when he was hit in 
the chest by a pitched ball. 

 Then, according to one witness, he 
started running. After about 20 feet, he 
turned to the call of his coach, fell to the 
ground and never rose.  

 Eggensperger recalls the day he took the call about the accident: 

  I remember feeling sick that such a thing should happen to such a good kid. But 
even more, that he had not had a chance to bloom into his potential and to enjoy all 
the things in life there are to enjoy. I put myself in his shoes and thought of all the 
memories, good and bad times, people and places I would have missed if I had not 
lived past 12, and the impact was overwhelming. 

 And in the back of my head was something I had been taught, which ran some-
thing like this: “An obit may be the only time a guy gets into the paper, and it’s his 
last chance.” 

 So I talked to some people and wrote what I felt.  

  Able and Willing     
She had applied for a 

job with  The Miami Herald  
after working for a small 
Florida newspaper but had 
heard nothing. Finally, she 
sent a one-word note: 
“Obits?” The city editor 
called Edna Buchanan the 
next day and put her to 
work.   

  Able and Willing     
She had applied for a 

job with  The Miami Herald  
after working for a small 
Florida newspaper but had 
heard nothing. Finally, she 
sent a one-word note: 
“Obits?” The city editor 
called Edna Buchanan the 
next day and put her to 
work.   

  The News Trinity     
 Who was born? Who 

got married? Who died?    

  The News Trinity     
 Who was born? Who 

got married? Who died?    

 Mr. Kaplan founded Stanley H. Kaplan 
Co. as a tutoring business in the basement 
of his parents’ Brooklyn apartment in 1938. 
He had hoped for a career in medicine but 
said he was rejected from fi ve New York 
medical schools because quotas had been 
fi lled for the number of Jews they admitted. 

 The rejections rankled for a lifetime. A 
fair test, he believed, would allow students 
to prove their excellence based on merit, 
rather than privilege. He believed he could 
help all students even the odds on what 
was then called the Scholastic Aptitude 
Test.    
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          Obituaries Can Enlighten Us  

 The obituary can tell us something about our past along with details of the life 
of the deceased. In the obituary of S.I. Hayakawa, a noted scholar on language 
usage who also served as a U.S. senator from California, it was reported that in 
1937, while teaching at the University of Wisconsin, he married one of his stu-
dents. “At the time, marriages between whites and Asians were not recognized in 
some states, including California, and the couple lived for nearly two decades in 
Chicago,” the obituary reported.       

 Emma Bugbee was a pioneer woman reporter in New York. When she died, 
her obituary stressed the unique niche she had fi lled in the days when women 
were a rarity on newspaper reporting staffs. 

 Bugbee worked for  The New York Herald Tribune  for 56 years. For many of 
those years, she was one of only two women reporters at the newspaper. They 
were not allowed to sit in the city room, the obituary recalled, “but had to work 
down the hall.” 

 In the obituary of Louis Loss, a professor of law at Harvard, the writer 
noted that after Loss’ graduation from Yale Law School “he was attracted 
to Washington by the excitement of the New Deal, and because he knew he 
could not go to the big Wall Street law fi rms because he was Jewish.” And 
then the writer, no doubt with a smile on his face, wrote: “He would eventually 
become the William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Law at Harvard, a chair 
fi nanced by one of those fi rms, Sullivan & Cromwell, in the name of one of its 
founders.”      

  Causes Informative   The causes of death inform us of some of our personal and 
social problems:

    • The obituary of Eddie Kendricks, the former lead singer of the Temptations, 
who died of lung cancer at the age of 52, stated, “He said the disease was 
caused by 30 years of smoking.”  

   • The deadly combination of cold weather and alcohol—a too-frequent cause of 
death among Native Americans—was Jerry Reynolds’ theme for this obituary 
in the newspaper  Indian Country Today:     

        

 MARTIN S.D.—The icy claw of winter 
claimed another young life in Indian Coun-
try last week. 

 Twenty-year-old Sidney Brown Bear 
of Allen was found dead in the back seat 
of a car in Martin the morning of March 
5. Companions said he had been drink-
ing at a bar in nearby Swett, S.D., the 

night before and fell down twice before 
leaving. 

 A preliminary autopsy report placed his 
blood alcohol content at almost four times 
the legal limit. . . . 

The preliminary report indicated that 
exposure appeared to be the cause of 
death. . . .

  “Enshrined in Memory 
For Public 
Acts of Brutality”  

 The year was 1965, the 
date March 7, a day that 
became known as Bloody 
Sunday “when peaceful 
black protesters in Selma, 
on their way to Montgom-
ery, were beaten back by 
Alabama state troopers 
under the direction of Gov. 
George C. Wallace.”  

Prominent in the 
onslaught was the Selma 
sheriff, Jim Clark, whose 
posse rode “into the sea of 
demonstrators as they tried 
to cross the Edmund Pettus 
Bridge” and attacked them 
“with clubs and tear gas.”  

Margalit Fox recalls 
Clark’s tenure in her 
unsparing obituary in  The 
New York Times.   

Scores were injured, she 
writes. “Televised around the 
nation, the events of Bloody 
Sunday were considered 
deeply influential in swaying 
popular attitudes toward the 
civil rights movement.”  

Fox writes: “Mr. Clark 
strode through the civil 
rights era wearing a lapel 
button emblazoned with a 
single word: ‘Never.’ A billy 
club, pistol and cattle prod 
often dangled from his belt.  

“By the mid-1960s, 
Mr. Clark was considered 
one of the most controversial 
men in Alabama, if not the 
South. Staunch segrega-
tionists adored him. Blacks 
reviled him, and even moder-
ate segregationists were 
unsettled by the level of 
violence he regularly used.”  

Unrepentant to the end, 
Clark said, “Basically, I’d do 
the same thing today if I 
had to do it all over again,” 
Fox writes. 
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  Checklist: Obituaries 

  The following items are required in all obituaries:

     __Name, age, occupation and address of deceased.  

    __Time, place and cause of death.  

    __Birthdate, birthplace.  

    __Survivors (only immediate family).  

    __Memberships, military service.  

    __Funeral and burial arrangements.   

 Many obituaries also will include:

     __Outstanding or interesting activities and achievements.  

    __Memberships in fraternal, religious or civic organizations.  

    __Anecdotes and recollections of friends and relatives.    

     Sources 
 First news of deaths can come from several sources. Many newspapers rely on 

the death notices mortuaries send newspapers to be placed in the classifi ed adver-
tising section. The news department is given a copy. Some mortuaries will call in 
the death of a prominent person, and on some newspapers and stations reporters 
regularly make the rounds of mortuaries by telephone. 

 The police and the coroner’s offi ce will have news of deaths caused by acci-
dents. Reporters scan wire service stories for the names of local people who may 
have been involved in disasters or accidents out of town. 

 Background material for the obituary is gathered from many sources. The start-
ing point is the newspaper or station library. Friends and relatives can provide 
information, some of it human interest material that makes an obituary interest-
ing, and they can clarify questionable or vague information and provide insightful 
quotations. 

  Useful Quotes   For the obituary of J.L. Chestnut Jr., a civil rights lawyer in 
the South, a  New York Times  reporter telephoned Selma, Ala., to talk to one of 
Chestnut’s law partners and was told, “I remember a trial in Jasper, Ala., where 
a Klansman was being tried for killing a black man. He was so effective that the 
judge stopped the trial and said, ‘Chestnut, it’s getting dark, and I got to get you 
on the road out of town.” 

 The reporter, Bruce Weber, also called Rep. John Lewis, D-Ga., who told him: 
“Selma was a vicious place, vicious. I don’t know how he survived there. I really 
don’t. He used the law to liberate the black folk of Alabama. He was a lawyer, but 
he was also a foot soldier. He was a brave and courteous man.”     

  Homage to a Reporter  
 Here are excerpts from 

an obituary of the journalist-
writer David Halberstam by 
Tim Rutten of the  Los Angeles 
Times:   

Halberstam was the 
exemplar of a courageous 
intellectual approach to 
journalism that found its 
first clear public expres-
sion in a young combat 
correspondent’s refusal to 
buy the government line on 
Vietnam. They were there; 
they trusted the evidence 
of their eyes and refused to 
look away, no matter how 
much pressure successive 
American administrations 
and military commanders 
brought to bear. . . .  

As he said . . . about 
his war coverage, “. . . we 
would have liked nothing 
better than to believe the 
war was going well and that 
it would eventually be won. 
But it was impossible for us 
to believe those things with-
out denying the evidence of 
our own senses. . . . And so 
we had no alternative but to 
report the truth. . . .”  

. . . not long ago, he 
spoke to students about 
what he took from those 
early years in Mississippi 
(when he covered the civil 
rights movement). “I learned 
how to work a story, how to 
talk to ordinary people, and 
what a joy doing legwork 
was. I learned that the best 
question of all for any inter-
view was: ‘Who else should 
I see?’ ” 
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364 Part Five Accidents to Education

  Digging Pays Off  

 By checking the fi les and by talking to different people—his boss, her college 
classmates, a co-worker, the teacher’s students, the merchant’s customers—the 
writer can turn up the nuggets that make an obituary glitter. In the obituary of Saul 
Pett, the AP’s gifted feature writer,  Los Angeles Times  writer Mathis Chazanov 
wrote that Pett wrote scores of profi les, including one of the writer Dorothy Parker 
that began with Parker asking Pett for assistance: 

  “Are you married, my dear?” 
 “Yes, I am.” 
 “Then you won’t mind zipping me up.”  

 The following incident was recalled by Robert D. McFadden in his obituary of 
 New York Times  reporter Peter Kihss: 

  On the night of Nov. 9, 1965, moments 
after a huge power failure plunged the 
Northeast into darkness, an assistant met-
ropolitan editor of  The New York Times —
candle in hand—groped his way through 
the newspaper’s darkened newsroom. 

 “Peter,” he called. “Peter.” 
 In the face of crisis, it seemed only right 

for the editor to call on Peter Kihss, his best 
reporter, to do the story.  

 In an obituary of James B. Reston of  The New York Times,  a colleague, Tom 
Wicker, said of Reston, “He had far and away the best sense of where to look for 
a story and whom to question. Scotty was lucky, too, and nobody who isn’t lucky 
will ever be a good reporter.”      

  Check the Files   Much is available about well-known people. In the AP’s obitu-
ary of Frank Sinatra, material was included that had appeared in a magazine 18 
years before the singer’s death. Sinatra, Pete Hamill had written, “was the origi-
nal working-class hero. Mick Jagger’s fans bought records with their allowances; 
Sinatra’s people bought them out of wages.” 

 In checking the fi les for an obituary of A. Leon Higginbotham Jr., one of the 
country’s most prominent black judges, the writer came across a talk Higginbo-
tham had given to the graduating seniors at Wesleyan University in 1966. He 
ended the obituary with Higginbotham’s words: 

  “I will make two requests of you. They are 
that you always attempt to see those human 
beings who become invisible to most people, 
and that you always try to hear the pleas of 
those persons who, through their pain and suf-
fering, have become voiceless and forgotten.”  

  First Assignment     
“Too often newspapers 

assign their greenest report-
ers or student reporters or 
interns to do the obituaries. 
It’s one of the first chores 
assigned to a new reporter, 
and as such it’s sort of a 
stigma. Yet nothing affects 
credibility more than the 
accuracy . . . and sensitivity 
of the obits.”   

— William B. Ketter, 
editor of The Patriot Ledger, 

Quincy, Mass.     
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  Keen Eye     
There was no doubt 

in Douglas Martin’s mind 
about how to begin the 
obituary of a 95-year-old 
New York City business-
woman. Here’s how it 
appeared in  The New York 
Times:    

Selma Koch, a 
Manhattan store owner 
who earned a national 
reputation by helping 
women find the right bra 
size, mostly through a dis-
cerning glance and never 
with a tape measure, died 
Thursday at Mount Sinai 
Medical Center. She was 
95 and a 34B.    
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Chapter 19 Obituaries 365

      Writing the Obit  

 Richard G. West, whose comments on the obituary are quoted as No. 2 at the 
start of this chapter, says of the obituary, “Preparing an obituary is a delicate and 
exacting task, demanding the utmost diligence, insight and imagination. His obit-
uary should be, as far as human judgment and ability may create it in the limits of 
a newspaper’s space, a man’s monument.” 

 Monuments take time to carve, and the newspapers that attempt to carry obit-
uaries for most of those who die within their circulation area cannot possibly 
devote much time or space to each. Still, some should be thoroughly reported and 
carefully written.

        Beginning reporters often are broken in by a stint of obituary writing 
because it tests the journalist’s accuracy in reporting names and dates and his 
or her ability to work under pressure—people are always dying on deadline. 
Some beginners—possibly those who used the textbook by No. 1 that is quoted 
beginning of this chapter—consider obituary writing a dull assignment of little 
importance. “What nonsense. What an opportunity,” says Joseph L. Galloway, 
senior writer for  U.S. News & World Report,  who wrote his share of obituaries 
when he broke into newspaper work on a small Texas daily: 

  The obits are probably read by more people with greater attention to detail than 
any other section of a newspaper. Nowhere else is error or omission more likely to 
be noticed. 

 Veteran of World War II, the funeral home sheet says. Did he make the D-Day 
landing on the beaches of Normandy? Taught junior high school English for 43 
years? Find some former pupils who can still quote entire pages of Longfellow 
because somehow she made it live and sing for them.       

  Two Types   The circumstances of the death determine how the obituary is writ-
ten. When the death is unexpected—as in a traffi c accident, a disaster, an airplane 
crash or the result of a sudden illness—the lead highlights the circumstances of 
the death. When the death is anticipated, as it is for the elderly and those who 
are seriously ill, the obituary concentrates on the individual’s background and 
accomplishments. 

 Here are some examples of the two types:     

  Unexpected 

 LOS ANGELES (AP)—Michael Jackson, the sensationally gifted 
child star who rose to become the “King of Pop” and the biggest 
celebrity in the world only to fall from his throne in a freakish series 
of scandals, died Thursday. He was 50. 

 An autopsy was planned for Friday, though results were not 
likely to be fi nal until toxicology tests could be completed, a pro-
cess that takes several days and sometimes weeks. Police said 
they were investigating—standard procedure in high-profi le cases. 

 Jackson died at UCLA Medical Center after being stricken at his 
rented home in the posh Los Angeles neighborhood of Holmby Hills. 

  Direct Lead or 
Delayed Lead?     

 The deaths of promi-
nent people will be carried 
by all-news stations and 
online news services with 
direct leads.  

Newspapers will usually 
use delayed leads, like this 
one in the  Austin American-
Statesman  on the death of 
Lady Bird Johnson, President 
Lyndon Johnson’s widow:  

Her marriage to a 
larger-than-life Texan 
thrust a shy, small-town 
girl named Lady Bird 
Johnson into the national 
spotlight. A love affair 
with the great outdoors 
kept her there.  

A hundred words into 
the story, Janet Wilson 
writes:  

The oldest living 
former first lady of the 
United States died at 
4:18 p.m. Wednesday 
at her West Lake Hills 
home. She was 94. The 
cause of death was 
respiratory failure.    
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366 Part Five Accidents to Education

 Paramedics tried to resuscitate him at his home for nearly 
three-quarters of an hour, then rushed him to the hospital, where 
doctors continued to work on him.  

  Anticipated 

 BOSTON (AP)—Sen. Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts, 
the last surviving brother in a political dynasty and one of the 
most infl uential senators in history, died Tuesday night at his 
home on Cape Cod after a year-long struggle with brain cancer. 
He was 77.      

  Find the Theme  

 As with any story, the obituary should emphasize a major theme. The writer 
usually fi nds the theme in the person’s occupation or main accomplishment. When 
Richard Harwood, a journalist for  The Washington Post,  died, his newspaper based 
his obituary on Harwood’s work:       

  He was an exhaustive reporter, with a 
keen eye for distinctive detail. He under-
stood and was able to communicate the 
structure of things—not just the politics of 
government programs but the underlying 
substance, how they worked, whom they 
did and didn’t help, their histories.       

  Just a Singer   Unlike Frank Sinatra’s obituaries, which emphasized his trigger-
temper, notorious Mafi a friendships and many tangled romances along with his 
fabulous voice, the obituaries of Perry Como were quiet, restrained—much like the 
man himself and his voice. Como’s marriage lasted six decades, they noted. One 
obituary reported, “Mrs. Como always did the cooking and Mr. Como frequently 
dried the dishes.” 

 It was his career—sales of 100 million records, a Grammy and several 
Emmys—that the obituary writers emphasized, not his personal life. The obituary 
in  The New York Times  ended this way: 

  “I don’t have a lot to tell the average 
interviewer,” Perry Como once told a re-
porter. “I’ve done nothing that I can call 
exciting. I was a barber. Since then I’ve 
been a singer. That’s it.”  

 Yet this unexciting life merited fi ve columns in the  Times  at its end.  

  A Crusader   When William H. Jones, managing editor of the  Chicago Tri-
bune,  died at the age of 43 of leukemia, his professional accomplishments as 

  Lead with the 
Accomplishments     

 Here’s the lead on a 
singer’s death:  

YOUNGSTOWN, Ohio 
(AP)—George Jones, 
who wrote the doo-wop 
hit “Rama Lama Ding 
Dong,” and performed 
as a member of the 
Edsels, died on Sept. 27 
at his home. He was 71.  

When Charles M. Schulz 
died, every obituary began 
with the fact he created 
the comic strip “Peanuts” 
that starred Charlie Brown 
and Snoopy and that 355 
million people around the 
world read about them.  

Tom Landry’s obituary 
emphasized his accomplish-
ments as the coach of the 
Dallas Cowboys for 29 years 
and that he led the team to 
five Super Bowls.  

Frank Wills died at 52 in 
Augusta, S.C., and his death 
was widely reported. Frank 
Wills? He was the night 
watchman, all the obituaries 
noted, who discovered the 
Watergate break-in that cul-
minated in the resignation 
of President Richard Nixon.  

 The Star Ledger  of 
Newark, N.J., noted the 
accomplishment of an 
important local resident:

  Imam W. Deen 
Mohammad, one of the 
country’s most promi-
nent African-American 
Islamic leaders and the 
man who led millions 
of black Muslims away 
from the militant politics 
of the Nation of Islam 
toward a more orthodox 
form of Islam, has died. 
He was 74.    
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Chapter 19 Obituaries 367

an  investigative reporter and an editor were emphasized. The obituary noted his 
“tireless work, creative thinking and total integrity.” 

 The obituary writer found in the newspaper fi les a story about a talk Jones 
gave to a graduating class at the Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern 
University. Jones had spoken about journalism as a career: 

  It’s a commitment to use your skills to 
improve your community, to speak loudly 
for the victims of injustice and to speak 
out against those who perpetuate it. Some 
of the best reporting begins with a single, 
voiceless citizen who seeks help from a 
newspaper that is willing to listen, and to 
dig out the facts.  

 The obituary quoted an investigator with the city’s Better Government Asso-
ciation who worked with Jones on a series of stories that exposed widespread cor-
ruption in Chicago’s private ambulance companies, which won Jones a Pulitzer 
Prize when he was 31. The investigator said, “Bill hated to see people abused, 
especially the helpless.”   

  Use Human Interest 
 Too many obituaries read like the label on a bottle. The major ingredients are 

listed, but the reader has no idea of the actual fl avor. Details, human details, help 
the obituary writer move readers close to the person being written about. Few 
lives lack interest, even drama, if the reporter digs deeply enough to fi nd it. 

 In an obituary of Helen Childs Boyden, who taught science and mathematics 
at Deerfi eld Academy, the reporter used several incidents from her life. When 
Mrs. Boyden had applied for work, the obituary reported, the principal was “not 
at all enthusiastic about the young applicant. But the school was too poor to insist 
on someone more experienced. He hired her on a temporary basis.” She taught 
there for 63 years. The obituary continues:           

  . . . In a highly personal style she cajoled 
thousands of students through the intrica-
cies of mathematics and chemistry. 

 Even in a large class she taught the indi-
vidual, not the group. Her tongue was quick 
but never cutting. One boy, later a college 
president, recalls her telling him: 

 “Victor! When will you stop trying to 
remember and start trying to think?”   

  Use Quotations and Incidents 
  Baseball Player   Willie Stargell, his obituary noted, “was an inspiration in a 
clubhouse where he forged unity across racial and ethnic lines.” Playing for the 
Pittsburgh Pirates, he was known as Pops, the team as the Family, the obituary 

The Boy Is a Man   
 Some alert students at 

Syracuse University point 
out that the writer of the 
Boyden obituary has a 
“boy” doing the recalling in 
the second paragraph when 
obviously it is a man recall-
ing something Boyden told 
him when he was a boy.    

The Boy Is a Man   
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out that the writer of the 
Boyden obituary has a 
“boy” doing the recalling in 
the second paragraph when 
obviously it is a man recall-
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368 Part Five Accidents to Education

stated. But when he broke in with Pirates farm teams in Roswell, N.M., and San 
Angelo, Texas, racism was rampant. 

 In the obituary, the writer recalled the day Stargell was going into a ballpark 
in Plainview, Texas: 

  Two men wearing trench coats approached 
him. One of them pulled out a revolver, uttered 
a racial epithet and said that if he played that 
day, “I’m gonna blow your brains out.” 

 Stargell remembered: “I was real scared. 
But by the time the rest of the team got 
there, I decided that if I was gonna die, I 
was gonna die doing exactly what I wanted 
to do. I had to play ball.”   

  Teacher, Principal   In the obituary of Abraham H. Lass, author and educator, 
Robert D. McFadden of  The New York Times  takes us back to Lass’ childhood. 
Lass was “the son of Russian Jewish immigrants who settled in America early in the 
century. . . .” Young Lass “spoke only Yiddish when he entered elementary school 
in 1913. But he learned English in the streets and in schools where the teachers, he 
recalled, were women in pince-nez and high lace collars.” Then he quotes Lass:       

  “They didn’t seem to like us or love us. . . . 
But they taught us—fi rmly, thoroughly, relent-
lessly. They did not ask, nor did they seem to 
care, who we were, where we came from, 
what we wanted or what language we spoke. 
They knew what they were in school for: to 
civilize us, Americanize us, give us a com-
mon tongue and a common set of traditions.”  

 Stargell’s and Lass’ quotations give us a sense of the men as well as an insight 
into the times in which they lived.     

  Who Is Chosen  

 Small newspapers try to run at least a short item on every death in town. In 
large cities, where 50 or more people die daily, newspapers will run an obituary 
of a handful. Alden Whitman, for years the chief obituary writer for  The New York 
Times,  said for someone to rate an obituary in a metropolitan newspaper, a person 
has to be “either unassailably famous or utterly infamous.”            

  Mostly Men   The majority of those selected have been men. Traditionally, 
women were housewives, teachers, clerks, typists and secretaries, not the activi-
ties that lead to careers in business, politics and law. 

  Quotes That 
Weren’t Quoted  

 At the funeral of Louis 
B. Mayer, a tyrannical 
Hollywood studio head, 
Red Skelton observed the 
huge crowd and remarked, 
“It only goes to show that 
when you give the public 
what it wants, it will turn 
out.”  

In Paris for the funeral 
of French President Georges 
Pompidou in 1974, Richard 
Nixon said, “This is a great 
day for France.” 
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  Paid Obits     
 Many newspapers pub-

lish paid-for obituaries that 
friends or relatives submit. 
These allow a record for 
those of the deceased who 
do not make the news col-
umns of the obit page.  

The Rockford, Ill.,  Regis-
ter Star  runs free a “six- to 
nine-line obituary that lists 
the basic information,” says 
Linda Grist Cunningham, 
executive editor. “Families 
who desire longer, more 
detailed obituaries pay for 
them.”    
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 The perceptive reporter knows there is more to a person’s life than his or her 
occupation. There is as much drama—perhaps more—in the life of a woman who 
reared three children or struggled to educate herself as there is in a man whose 
obituary is justifi ed by his having run a local business for 35 years.  

  No Reporting   Here is the beginning of an obituary in a Maine newspaper: 

  Mrs. Verena C. Hornberger, 92, died 
Tuesday at a Waldoboro nursing home. She 
was the widow of Hiester Hornberger. 

 She was born at Bremen, daughter of 
Franklin and Emma (Hilton) Chaney. . . .  

 Not only is the obituary routinely written, it fi nds Mrs. Hornberger’s promi-
nence to be in her relationship to her husband, which might be newsworthy if he 
is shown to be prominent. He is not. But the obituary does contain some clues 
that, if followed up, might have made a fascinating story: 

  . . . She graduated in 1910 from Colby 
College where she was a member of Chi 
Omega sorority. 

 She was a teacher, fi rst working in local 
schools. She also taught in Essex, Conn., 
and Verona, N.J., following graduate work 
in Germany at the University of Jena and 
Columbia’s Teachers College.  

 Was she the last surviving member of the class of 1910? Does the college have 
any information about her? Do some of her students recall her? It was unusual 
for women in those days to fi nish high school, much less to graduate from col-
lege, and graduate work abroad was rare. Can someone cast light on this? Obvi-
ously, the writer simply took the mortuary form and rewrote the data. No one was 
interviewed. Contrast this obituary with the work of Nicolaas Van Rijn of  The 
Toronto Star:  

 

  Ann Shilton didn’t become the fi rst 
woman principal of an academic secondary 
school by being a pussycat. 

 The principal of Jarvis Collegiate Insti-
tute from 1975 to 1983, Miss Shilton “was 
a very strong single woman, with strong 

opinions and the will to make them known,” 
her brother Paul said yesterday. 

 Miss Shilton, 69, died Thursday of 
abdominal cancer in Princess Margaret 
Hospital. . . .  

  Ordinary Folk   Deborah Howell, managing editor of the  St. Paul Pioneer Press,  
says that “too many big-city dailies report just the deaths of important people—
captains of industry and political leaders. That’s a mistake. These newspapers 
ignore the woman who always feeds the ducks in the late afternoon at the city 
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370 Part Five Accidents to Education

lake, the tireless youth worker at the neighborhood park, the druggist dispensing 
sage advice along with medicine for 50 years.” 

 Howell recalled the obituary of a woman who died of cancer and who had asked 
for a party after her funeral. She was memorialized this way in the  Pioneer Press:  

  The ladies sat in a circle of lawn chairs 
in the neatly clipped backyard, between the 
pea patch on the right and the tomatoes and 
cucumbers on the left, sipping their gentle 
scotches and bourbons and beers, while the 
mosquitoes buzzed around their ears, and 
the evening slowly faded without pain into 
the night.  

       Of Tom Flaherty, Howell said, “To most folks, Tom might have seemed quite 
ordinary. He worked his whole life as a laborer on the Great Northern Railroad, as 
did many of the Irish immigrants in St. Paul. At fi rst, I worried how I was going to 
make an obit on Tom interesting. Then I decided that his life represented so much 
that is so Irish, so Catholic, so railroad, so St. Paul. When any Irish railroadman died, 
Tom was at the wake. At the St. Patrick’s Day parade, Tom led the Flaherty section. 

 “I explained the kind of obit I wanted to one of our better writers.” The obit began: 

  Tom Flaherty was an Irishman’s Irish-
man, a John Henry of a man who for 50 
years matched his mighty muscle against 
the hardest work the railroad had to offer.  

 “The trick is to make the dead person come alive again in an obituary, to remind 
family and friends and co-workers why someone was important,” Howell said. 

 “Too often reporters come away with just the basic facts about birth, educa-
tion, marriage, vocation and perhaps a few war medals. Obituaries can be exam-
ples of the paper’s best writing, meaning reporters must search for the kind of 
detail—the unusual facts—that makes any news story interesting to read.”  

  Accuracy Essential   In the obituary of a physicist who worked in the develop-
ment of the atomic bomb, the reporter wrote that he carried out his work “in the 
research center in the sands of Los Alamos.” Los Alamos is high in the mountains 
of northern New Mexico. 

 In describing the physicist’s background as a student, the reporter wrote that 
on the way to an eastern university “he stopped at the University of Wisconsin at 
Ann Arbor. . . .” 

      Frequently Asked Questions  

 Here are answers to some questions about writing obituaries.        

  Double-Check     
“The worst mistake I 

ever made in an obit was 
identifying the deceased 
as the same person who 
was shot and paralyzed 
in a holdup a few years 
earlier. I made that mistake 
because I didn’t double-
check information that 
had been volunteered by a 
colleague with a reputation 
for accuracy.”   

— Edna Buchanan       
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  “Queen of The Mean”     
 Here is how  The New 

York Times  began its obitu-
ary of a well-known but 
much-disliked owner of a 
hotel chain:  

Leona Helmsley, the 
self-styled hotel queen 
whose prison term for 
income tax evasion and 
fraud was greeted by 
a public who regarded 
her as a 1980’s symbol 
of arrogance and greed, 
died yesterday at her 
home in Greenwich, 
Conn. She was 87.    
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   Advance Obits 

    Q.  Does it make sense to prepare obituaries in advance?

    A.   Yes, even before a prominent person is ill. The AP keeps 1,000 
“biographical sketches” on hand, frequently brought up-to-date.  The 
New York Times  has 1,200 on fi le. A newspaper, depending on its size, 
may have a score or a handful. When a well-known person dies, the 
background, or  B Matter,  is ready so that all the reporter need write is 
a lead and the funeral arrangements.       

  Late Reports 

    Q.   If we are days late with our obituary, do we try to bury the old time element?

    A.  This is an old wire service practice:      

  NAJA, Mexico, Jan. 1 (AP)—Chan K’in Viejo, the spiritual leader 
of the Lacadone Indians in southeastern Mexico, has died. A son 
said he was 104. 

 The son, Kayum Garcia, said his father died at his home on 
Dec. 23 and was buried the following day. . . .  

 This practice deserves interment. Be straightforward with the reader and state 
the date of death in the lead. 

  Verifi cation 

    Q.  Do I verify reports of deaths?

    A.   Always. Do so by telephoning relatives, the funeral home or mortuary, 
the police or hospital.      

  KING D. ROME 

 AGE: 1½ • HIGHLAND PARK 
 King Demarest Rome died yesterday. 

He was 1½ years old. 
 He was born in New Brunswick and 

lived with his family in Highland Park. 
 Surviving are his mother, Debra; four 

brothers, Billy, Thorndyke, Kate, and Alex 
Demarest, and a sister, Sarah Meredith. 

 Cremation will be private.  

 A few days later, the following appeared in the New Jersey newspaper: 

  Correction 

 Due to a reporter’s error,  The Home 
News & Tribune  mistakenly published an 

  Interviews     
 Obituaries in  The New 

York Times  were “bland 
factual digests of their 
lives,” writes Arthur Gelb 
in his book  City Room.  
To make them reflect 
the deceased’s life, Gelb 
decided to send Alden 
Whitman, chief obitu-
ary writer for the paper, 
to interview prominent 
people for anecdotes and 
incidents that would go 
into a prepared obit in the 
files. “An uncanny number 
of his subjects died shortly 
after he interviewed them,” 
Gelb writes, and Whitman 
“became known as the 
angel of death.”    
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372 Part Five Accidents to Education

obituary for a family pet in Sunday’s edi-
tions. The obituary was published under the 
name King D. Rome. The error occurred 
because the newspaper’s procedure of veri-
fying all obituaries was not followed.          

  Embarrassing Material 

    Q.   Should I omit material from a person’s life that might offend some readers 
or embarrass survivors or friends?

    A.   Follow the policy of the newspaper or station. Generally, newspapers 
have become more frank since the 1930s when a new reporter for  The 
New York Herald Tribune  would be told by city editor Stanley Walker 
that there were two rules for writing obits: “First, make sure he’s dead. 
Second, if he’s a rich drunk, call him a clubman and philanthropist.” 

 We follow Walker’s fi rst rule by verifying reports of deaths, and we 
smile at his second rule. 

 In its obituary of D. Tennant Bryan, founder of the communications 
giant Media General Inc.,  The New York Times  made a point of Bryan’s 
opposition to the desegregation of public schools despite a Supreme 
Court ruling. In the second paragraph of the  Times  obituary that Edward 
Wyatt wrote, Bryan was described as “a leading voice against school 
desegregation in Virginia in the mid-1950’s,” and later in the story Wyatt 
said Bryan’s newspapers “were leading supporters of the campaign of 
‘massive resistance’ to racial integration in public schools. . . .” 

 Jerry Garcia, the guitarist for the Grateful Dead, died in a residential 
drug treatment center after years of LSD and heroin use.  The New York 
Times  said in the third paragraph of its page 1 obituary, “In the 1960s, 
he was known as Captain Trips, referring to his frequent use of LSD, 
and he struggled through the years with a heroin addiction.” 

 Incidents well known to the public cannot be disregarded. On the 
other hand, when a man or woman had led a useful life after making a 
mistake years past, no harm to truth is done by passing over the incident. 
The obituary of the former city treasurer who was sentenced to the peni-
tentiary for graft 30 years before his death will be handled differently by 
different newspapers. Some will include his crime; others will not, on the 
ground that he paid for his mistakes and thereafter led a blameless life.       

  Please Omit Flowers 

    Q.  When people request no fl owers, what do I write?

    A.   Ask the caller if the family prefers that donations be made to an orga-
nization, scholarship or charity and name it: The family requests that 
remembrances be sent to the Douglas County Heart Association. Do 
not write that the family requests no fl owers be sent.       
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  Interviewing Survivors 

    Q.  Do I press grieving survivors to speak to me even though they may not want to?

    A.   Editors usually want background about the deceased that only people 
close to the person can provide. An obituary celebrates the person’s 
life, and an interview with relatives can help capture that life. Few 
subjects have ample material in the clip fi le. 

 Still, reporters must be sensitive to grief. If the source is unwilling 
to talk, do not press. But give reasons for needing the information, and 
try to conduct a personal interview if there is no deadline problem.       

  Cause of Death 

    Q.   Do I always use the cause of death?

    A.   The cause is given, unless policy is otherwise. For years, cancer—the 
country’s second leading cause of death—was replaced in many 
obituaries by the euphemisms “long illness” or “lingering illness.” The 
cause of death should be reported whenever possible.      

         Suicide 

    Q.  How do I handle suicides?

    A.   Follow the newspaper’s policy. Most are frank; some avoid the word. 
 The Record-Journal  in Meriden, Conn., describes the cause of death 
in the fi nal paragraph of the obituary, which allows the family to cut 
off the paragraph before preserving the story or sending it to others. 
Be careful to attribute suicide to an authority, the medical examiner 
or the coroner. Without such attribution, do not state suicide was the 
cause of death.       

  First Person 

    Q.  If I knew the deceased well, can I write a fi rst-person obituary?

    A.   Rarely. Obituaries are almost always in the straight news form. Now 
and then, a reporter may be permitted a personal reminiscence, but 
this is usually done in a column.       

  Localizing Obituaries 

    Q.  Should I try to localize obituaries?

    A.   Yes, if the person is a resident of your community and died elsewhere 
or was a former well-known resident. For example:

  John A. Nylic, 68, a retired maintenance 
worker at General Electric Co., died Friday 

  No Details     
 Certain ways of describ-

ing suicide lead to “suicide 
contagion” or “copycat” 
suicides, reports the Ameri-
can Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention. It suggests:  

Do not romanticize or 
idealize a suicide.  
Avoid details of the sui-
cide method.    

•

•
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374 Part Five Accidents to Education

night after suffering an apparent heart attack 
while visiting in Lebanon Springs, N.Y. 

 Mr. Nylic, who lived at 78 W. Housatonic 
St. . . . 

 — The Berkshire Eagle  (Pittsfi eld, Mass.)         

 When the famed TV broadcaster Walter Cronkite died, the Associated Press 
asked its bureau in Phoenix for a folo to the obituary:

  PHOENIX (AP)—The death of legendary CBS news anchor Walter 
Cronkite hit close to home for students and professors at Arizona 
State University’s journalism school, which was named in honor of 
“the most trusted man in America.” 

 . . . ASU’s journalism school was named in his honor in 1984 
after the owner of the CBS affi liate in Phoenix contacted Cronkite 
to help the program. 

 “He put ASU journalism on the map,” Cronkite school Dean 
Christopher Callahan said. “One of the things we tell students is if 
you can meet the values of Walter Cronkite-style journalism—accu-
racy, objectivity, fairness and thoroughness in your reporting—
you’re going to be pretty great.”         

  Humorous Obituaries 

    Q.  Must the obituary always be solemn?

    A.   Most are and should be. Now and then the subject lends himself or 
herself to lighter treatment. When the screenwriter Al Boasberg died, 
the lead to his obituary shocked some readers. Others found it appro-
priate. Boasberg had written many of the gags that were used in the 
Marx Brothers’ movies. Some of his most famous sequences involved 
death, such as the one of Groucho Marx posing as a doctor taking a 
patient’s pulse and intoning: “Either this man is dead or my watch has 
stopped.” For the lead on Boasberg’s obituary, Douglas Gilbert wrote:

  The joke’s on Al Boasberg. He’s dead.   

 In the obituary of Elinor Guggenheimer, an activist for women, chil-
dren and the elderly, Douglas Martin ended his obituary in  The New 
York Times  with a friend’s recollection of Guggenheimer’s visit to a 
women’s prison:

  She told a prostitute she would help her get 
job training as a secretary after her release. 

 “I make $500 a night,” the prostitute 
said. “Can you do that for me?” 

 “Go and enjoy yourself,” Mrs. Guggen-
heimer replied.   

  Famous Epitaphs     
 All things considered, I’d 

rather be in Philadelphia.  
(W.C. Fields, stage and 
screen comedian.)  

Excuse my dust.  
(Dorothy Parker, 
American writer of light, 
satirical verse and short 
stories.)  

If you would see his 
monument, look around.  

(Christopher Wren, 
1632–1723, the most 
famous of England’s 
architects; designer of 
many buildings and 52 
churches.)  

Robert Frost, the great 
American poet, wrote:  

And were an epitaph to 
be my story  
I’d have a short one 
ready for my own.  
I would have written of 
me on my stone:  
I had a lover’s quarrel 
with the world.  

During the grim days 
of World War II, Winston 
Churchill said in a speech to 
Parliament:  

“Not in vain” may be the 
pride of those who have 
survived and the epitaph 
of those who fell.  

Robert Benchley, an 
American humorist, sug-
gested an epitaph for an 
actress with many mar-
riages and affairs:  

At last she sleeps alone.    
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   Summing Up 

 The obituary is no different from any news story: The reporter fi nds the 
most newsworthy aspect of the person’s life—she was the author of a best-
selling novel; he lived to be 105 and worked until he was struck down by a 
bus. Every life has something newsworthy, and it is the task of the reporter to 
fi nd out what that was.  

  Further Reading 

 Baranick, Alana, Jim Sheeler and Stephen Miller.  Life on the Death 
Beat: A Handbook for Obituary Writers,  2nd ed. Oak Park, Ill.: 
Marion Street Press, 2005.  

The authors, experienced journalists, outline the basic approach 
to obit writing and suggest answers to such questions as whether to 
write about past crimes and whether to use old photos. 

 Johnson, Marilyn.  The Dead Beat: Lost Souls, Lucky Stiffs and the Per-
verse Pleasures of Obituaries.  New York: HarperCollins, 2006.  

Johnson describes the obituary as a “tight little coil of biography” 
that “reminds us of a poem” and “contains the most creative writing 
in journalism.” She profi les some of the best obituary writers and 
provides examples of what she considers to be their best work. 

 Mitford, Jessica.  The American Way of Death.  New York: Fawcett Crest, 
1978. 

 Whitman, Alden.  The Obituary Book.  New York: Stein and Day, 1971. 
 Whitman, Alden.  Come to Judgment.  New York: Viking Press, 1980   

 The obituary of Sammy Baugh, the great Washington Redskins 
quarterback, included this anecdote about Baugh’s fi rst practice ses-
sion. The coach, Ray Flaherty, handed Baugh the football:

  “They tell me you’re quite a passer,” 
Flaherty is said to have remarked. 

 “I reckon I can throw a little,” Baugh 
replied. 

 “Show me,” Flaherty said. “Hit that 
receiver in the eye.” 

 To which Baugh supposedly responded, 
“Which eye?”   

 For a glimpse at some well-written sections of obituaries, see  Writing with a 
Flair  in  NRW Plus.              
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   Few beats produce as much news as the police beat, and few reporters 
are called upon to do as much as quickly as the police reporter. The police 
reporter covers:

    Crime:  reports of crime, investigation, arrest, booking, arraignment.  
   Accidents:  traffi c, airplane, drowning, rescue.  
   Fires:  reports and on-the-scene coverage.  
   Departmental activity:  personnel, policies, effi ciency and accountability.  
   Departmental integrity:  standards, policies and procedures for dealing 
with internal and external allegations.  

   •  Other law enforcement agencies:  sheriff’s offi ce, state highway patrol, 
suburban police departments, federal marshals.    

    The Range and Cost of Crime 

  One of four households is hit by crime every year, mostly by burglary and 
theft. One in 35 households is struck by a violent crime—murder, rape, robbery, 
assault. A rape is committed every 6 minutes, a murder every 35 minutes. 

•
•
•
•
•

 20   The Police Beat 

   Preview 
 Police reporters cover a vast array of news. Their beat 

calls upon them to handle: 

  Breaking stories:  Accidents, crimes, arrests, fi res. 
  Features:  Profi les of police personnel, criminals; stories 
about police investigations. 
  Interpretative articles:  Law enforcement policies, 
changes in personnel and procedures. 

  •  Investigative reporting:  Examination of false arrests, 
corruption, lax enforcement.  

 Police reporters depend on sources in the department 
and on their knowledge of police procedure for their 
stories. 

 The Federal Bureau of Justice makes crime data avail-
able online. The data enable reporters to compare crime 
fi gures of their cities with that of other cities. 

 The U.S. Department of Education and the FBI maintain 
Web sites with crime data for colleges and universities. 

•
•

•

Young murder suspect arrested.

Michael Rafferty, Asbury Park Press

Which hand held the 
gun?
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Chapter 20 The Police Beat 377

 The number of crime victims exceeds 25 million. Of these, a fourth are the 
victims of violent crimes. The U.S. Department of Justice reports that more than 
6 million people were the victims of murder, rape, robbery or assault last year.

  The prison and jail population grew from 300,000 in the mid-1970s to 
2.3 million today. More than 4.8 million are on probation or parole. The 7 million 
involved with the penal system amounts to 1 in every 40 adults. The U.S. incar-
ceration rate is the highest in the world, seven times that of Italy and Germany, 
more than ten times that of Japan and Norway. The U.S. has one-twentieth of the 
world’s population and one-fi fth of its prison inmates. 

 The crowded jails and prisons are the result of several converging forces—the 
public demand for longer sentences, the elimination of parole in some states, 
the belief that taking criminals off the streets will lower violent crime rates and 
the imprisonment of increasing numbers of men and women convicted of crimes 
involving drugs. In 25 years, the number of inmates in prisons for drug offenses 
went from 1 in 16 inmates to the current 1 in 5.

     Fewer Crimes 
 No one is sure why the crime rate is dropping. One theory is that tougher law 

enforcement and longer prison sentences are keeping criminals off the streets. 
Another is that there are fewer men in their 20s, the high-crime age group. 

 Another suggested cause is the increase in what is known as “community-oriented 
policing.” Police respond to a call about a crime no matter how petty. By moving 
quickly when windows in a housing project are broken, when loitering youths insult 
passersby, when graffi ti mars stop signs, when playgrounds are vandalized—when 
the police react to these low-level activities that disrupt public order, more serious 
crimes decline. The police presence frightens away the drug dealers. The gangs stop 
loitering. 

 When the police began making disorder arrests, they found the people they 
arrested were carrying guns and many were wanted on felony warrants. The “Dis-
order Theory,” as the low tolerance for minor crimes is known, has become com-
mon police practice. 

  Suburban Crime   Traditionally, crime rates are highest in the big cities. But the 
growth of the suburbs and increased police effi ciency in the city have led crimi-
nals to the suburbs. Chicago street gangs, for example, have moved out of the 
city. The 70 gangs in the Chicago area have more than 70,000 members and are 
engaging in white-collar crime along with extortion and drug dealing.   

  Costs 
 More than $150 billion is spent each year on the police, and on courts, prisons 

and jails and the parole and probation systems by cities, states and the federal 
government.  

  The cost of confi ning an inmate can run to $60,000 a year in large cities. And when 
the public demands, as it has, less probation, more confi nement and longer sentences, 
the costs skyrocket. Handling criminals costs more than $300 a person in taxes.    

 The Beat with 
Everything    

“The police beat is 
about people and what 
makes them tick, what 
turns them into homicidal 
maniacs, what brings out 
the best in them, what 
drives them berserk. It has 
it all: greed, sex, violence, 
comedy and tragedy. You 
learn more about people 
than you would on any 
other newspaper job.”   

— Edna Buchanan,
 Miami Herald police 

reporter     
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  Crime Rates 
By Region     

The FBI reports these 
regional crime rates: 

               Violent       Property     
    Northeast     372     2,208   
   Midwest     411     3,157   
   South     549     3,802   
   West     464     3,342    

The crime rate is the 
number of crimes per 
100,000 population.
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  Interest in Crime News 

  You might think that over the years of intense crime coverage the public’s 
appetite would reach the saturation point. Not so. Crime news remains high on 
the media agenda. 

 Perhaps it is the increasingly bizarre nature of crimes:

    • The quiet man who stabbed his next-door neighbor 13 times after she resisted 
his sexual advances.  

  The Mormon church leader who had an entire family executed to protect his 
standing in the church.  

  The teen-ager who persuaded his college classmates to kill his stepfather.  

  The lawyer who had his buddies on the police force shoot his wife and dump 
her and her car into a Chicago canal.  

   • The widow who rid herself of a series of husbands by feeding them arsenic.    

    The Police 

  To cope with crime there are almost 600,000 state and local police offi cers, 
and efforts are constantly being made to add more. They are outnumbered by 
the 1.5 million private police, who guard offi ce buildings, apartment complexes, 
shopping malls, gated communities and even the streets of some residential com-
munities. Most universities use their own police to monitor campuses.  

   Police Department Organization 
 The police department is organized around the three police functions—

(1) enforcement of laws, (2) prevention of crime and (3) fi nding and arresting 
criminals. 

•

•

•

 The National Criminal Justice Foundation issued a report 
that found:

   Many American cities spend more money on law 
enforcement than on education.  

  More prisons have been built in rural areas since 1980 
than during the previous two centuries.  

   Corrections offi cer  is the fastest-growing job category in 
government service.  

 The War on Crime—Costs and Consequences 

  Fifty percent of inner-city children have at least one par-
ent in jail or prison, on parole or probation, or on the 
run from the law.  

  One of every four males has an arrest record.  

  Some prison guards earn more than college presidents.    

 Juvenile Crime   
Law enforcement agen-

cies devote considerable 
resources to juvenile crime. 
Gang membership totals 
about 650,000; 60 percent 
of the gang members are 
concentrated in California, 
Illinois and Texas.

Rodolfo Gonzales,
 San Antonio Light
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 The department is headed by a chief or commissioner who is responsible to 
the mayor, director of public safety or city manager. The chief or commissioner is 
appointed and although he or she makes departmental policy, broad policy deci-
sions affecting law enforcement come from a superior and are often made in a 
political context. The chief’s second in command may be an assistant chief or 
inspector. Commissioners have deputy commissioners under them.      

      The rest of the organizational chart depends upon the size of the city. In large 
cities, deputy inspectors are put in charge of various divisions or bureaus—homi-
cide, detective, robbery, juvenile, rape, arson, traffi c. The larger the city, the more 
bureaus. As the patterns of criminal activity change, organizational changes are 
made. After the World Trade Center terror bombings, some cities formed coun-
terterrorism bureaus. These changes make good stories. 

 The next in command in large cities are captains, who are assigned to run pre-
cincts and are assisted by lieutenants. Sergeants are placed in charge of shifts or 
squads at the precinct house. The private in the organization is the police offi cer. 

 The beat reporter’s day-to-day contacts are for the most part with sergeants 
and lieutenants. Reporters, trained to be suspicious of authority, are sometimes 
irritated by the paramilitary structure, secretiveness and implicit authoritarianism 
of the police department. 

 Diana K. Sugg, a police reporter for  The Sacramento Bee,  is blunt: “In most 
cities around the country, big or small, the cops don’t like reporters.” Often the 
reporter and the police work at cross purposes. “We want the information they 
can’t or won’t release.” Let’s accompany Sugg as she works her beat.    

  Making Her Rounds 

  It’s 9 a.m. and Sugg is in the police station with her portable police scanner, 
pager, map and notepad. Some days she visits the sheriff’s offi ce fi rst and then 
the police station. 

 She fl ips through the watch summaries of the signifi cant events of the previous 
day and night. With her scanner buzzing in the background, she goes over every 
page, every notation. “I’m looking for anything strange, anything particularly 
cruel. 

 “Once a woman managed to catch a rapist by running into her bathroom with a 
portable telephone and calling 911. Another time a man tied up three children and 
then raped their mother in front of them. Or you may fi nd material for a short fea-
ture story—like the man named the ‘inept robber’ by the police because he made 
four robbery attempts at markets—and made off with only one beer.” 

 She also reads the arrest reports, sometimes as many as 200 a day. For the 
detailed reports and the watch summaries, her eyes go automatically to the name, 
age and “particularly the occupation. A 45-year-old unemployed man arrested 
for theft isn’t much of a story. But a 45-year-old teacher? Why would he need to 
steal? When you contact him, will he tell you the arrest was a mistake?” 

 She looks at the section marked “Comments” at the bottom of the arrest sheets 
for unusual circumstances the offi cers may note. “Once a man threw a rock 

  Schooled     
“The only education I 

ever had that amounted to 
anything was when I was 
a police reporter on the 
Lower East Side of New 
York. One could learn there 
more about life as it really 
was than in any formal 
school.”   

—Charles E. Russell, 
reporter and editor in the 

muckraking period    
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  Most and Least    
 Dangerous States     

The CQ Press factored 
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gerous  are:

   New Hampshire  
  Maine  
  North Dakota  
  Vermont  
  South Dakota       

  Most and Least    
 Dangerous States     

The CQ Press factored 
six crime categories in 
determining the  most 
dangerous  states in the 
country. The top five are: 

   Nevada  
  Louisiana  
  New Mexico  
  South Carolina  
  Arizona   

 The top five least dan-
gerous  are:

   New Hampshire  
  Maine  
  North Dakota  
  Vermont  
  South Dakota       

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch20_376-399.indd   379men11994_ch20_376-399.indd   379 12/21/09   10:10:39 PM12/21/09   10:10:39 PM
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through a window and waited for the police to come because he wanted to be 
arrested—he was homeless and he had AIDS. He fi gured the jail offi cers would 
at least take care of him.”      

  Consulting the Penal Code   Sugg occasionally consults a small handbook, the 
penal code, as crimes sometimes are listed only by the code number. “That’s done 
to keep reporters from noticing certain arrests,” she says. 

 She makes a point of looking in on the sergeant in charge that day. “Even if 
things are slow and I don’t have anything to ask the sergeant, I always make a 
point to talk with him, sometimes sharing the hard parts of my job so he could 
understand why some stories were shorter, or why we weren’t interested in cover-
ing some. 

 “During all this checking, the scanner is babbling and my pager is ringing 
as I am talking with a secretary. It can get nerve-wracking, because I am afraid 
I might miss something.” Her ear is tuned to the code numbers for kidnap-
pings, shootings, homicides, and she knows the police codes, too, those they 
use when they report they are going to eat, taking a bathroom break or going 
off duty.  

  To the Newsroom   Her morning checks completed, Sugg drives to the news-
room with a couple of items to run by her editor to see whether they are worth 
pursuing. She has to return a phone call to someone who read one of her stories 
and wants to add to it. 

 It’s noon and she takes a break, her second Mounds bar, a diet Coke, maybe a 
giant chocolate chip cookie. The  Bee  is a morning paper, and Sugg has the after-
noon to continue to gather information, to look deeper into some items, to call 
people on continuing stories. 

 Then she’s off with her pager, scanner, portable radio, map and notebook. On 
the way, she’s listening to offi cers talk to their supervisors. One day while work-
ing the night police shift—the newspaper covers the beat ’round the clock—she 
heard on her scanner a report of a shooting. She was off. On the way to the crime 
scene she heard offi cers report that one shooting was fatal, and then a second . . . 
and then a third. “Within half an hour I was dictating the story of a triple shooting 
over the portable radio,” Sugg says. She made the deadline.  

  On the Scene   “Neighbors are incredible sources,” Sugg says. “Especially if 
you fi nd the one busybody who watches the street like a hawk and knows every-
thing about the neighbors. People like this know where someone works, the hours 
he or she keeps, the age of his children, when he was divorced. All this informa-
tion has to be checked out, but it’s a starting point.” 

 Many crimes do not have eyewitnesses, but Sugg looks for the neighbor who 
heard a shot, a scream. “Once I interviewed a 7-year-old boy who watched a 
shooting through his apartment window.” 

 She always tries to interview the victims. “Often, when they discover your sin-
cerity they open up and give you unbelievable details.” She makes sure to absorb 
the scene—the ambulance door slamming shut, the smell of the burned house, the 
cold fog over the scene of the triple shooting.     

  Sugg Wins   
Pulitzer Prize     

After her work as 
a police reporter, Sugg 
covered medicine for  The 
Baltimore Sun,  where she 
won the Pulitzer Prize for 
beat reporting. The Prize 
jury praised Sugg for “her 
absorbing, often poignant 
stories that illuminated com-
plex medical issues through 
the lives of people.”   
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 Diana K. Sugg 
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Chapter 20 The Police Beat 381

  Smaller-City Coverage 

  Crime receives considerable coverage, even in smaller cities. Although a news-
paper or station may not have a regular reporter covering the environment or busi-
ness, education or county government, most assign a reporter to cover the police 
on a daily basis. 

 The stories may include “juveniles throwing snowballs in front of the City 
Center, hindering pedestrians” and “moose on the highway” ( The Times Argus  
in Barre-Montpelier, Vt.) and the kidnapping of a scarecrow “value $15” ( The 
Quincy Herald-Whig  in western Illinois). These brief items will run in a column 
like this one in the  Argus Leader  in Sioux Falls, S.D.: 

  Police Log 

  Vigilant Public, 
Faithful Scribes     

 Here are some brief 
news stories based on calls 
to local police departments:

   A deputy responded 
to a report of a vehicle stop-
ping at mail boxes. It was the 
mailman.  

  5:00 p.m.—Police  were 
called to Market Square for 
a report about a “suspicious 
coin.” Investigating offi cer 
reported it was a quarter.  

   Theft:  A woman in 
the 1900 block of 129th 
Lane Northeast reported 
Oct. 15 that someone must 
have stolen her mail because 
she did not receive birthday 
cards from some of her 
friends.  

  Caller reports hitting 
an intruder in the head with 
an ax. Notes that intruder 
“was in the mirror.”  

   Wal-Mart:  Police 
received a report of a 
newborn infant found in a 
trash can. Upon investiga-
tion, offi cers discovered it 
was only a burrito.       

•

•

•

•

•

  VANDALISM:  Vandals spray-painted 
a pentagon, a pitchfork and assorted other 
graffi ti on the Knights of Columbus hall at 
315 N. Summit Ave. on Monday, police 
said. The graffi ti, which was found on the 
back wall of the hall, caused $50 damage. 

  VANDALISM:  Vandals uprooted a 
fence post and threw display items such as 
wooden geese into the Laurel Oaks Pool at 
3401 E. 49th St. on Saturday or Sunday, 
police said. The damage amounted to $100. 

  VANDALISM:  Someone broke the left 
headlight, removed the hood ornament and 
scratched and dented the driver’s side of 
a 1984 Cadillac El Dorado, causing $725 
damage, on Friday or Saturday, police said. 
The car’s owner, Alvin R. Clausen, 69, 816 
W. 15th St., said he wasn’t sure where the 
vandalism occurred. 

  AGGRAVATED ASSAULT:  A 15-
year-old boy and his 14-year-old friend told 
police three boys pulled what resembled a 
black automatic handgun on them as they 
rode their bikes on Westview Road from 
their homes to a convenience store and 
back Friday, police said. The “handgun” 
turned out to be a squirt gun. 

  AGGRAVATED ASSAULT:  A 16-
year-old Sioux Falls girl told police that 
her ex-boyfriend slapped and punched her 
on the back of her head and then struck her 
with a green garden hose May 31, police 
said. The girl said the assault occurred at 
her ex-boyfriend’s residence in the 3300 
block of South Holly Ave. and was not the 
fi rst time he had struck her, police said. No 
arrest was made.   

   New on the Beat 
 Editors like to assign their younger reporters to the police beat to test a report-

er’s competence and to immerse the new staffer into the life of the city. On the 
job, the new police reporter immediately becomes acquainted with the organiza-
tion of the police department and sets about making contacts with key offi cers. 
Survival depends on establishing a routine and developing good sources.  

    The new police reporter quickly learns the difference between a minor crime, 
which can be a violation or misdemeanor, and a major crime, a felony. Stealing 
a scarecrow may violate a city regulation, but robbing a gas station is a felony as 
defi ned in state law. Misdemeanors are punishable by less than a year in jail and/
or a fi ne, whereas felonies send the convicted perpetrator to the state prison, or a 
federal prison, for more than a year. 
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With the Police: Drugs, Teens, Death

Randy Piland,  The Macon  (Ga.) Telegraph

Other photos: Rodger Mallison, Fort Worth Star-Telegram

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch20_376-399.indd   382men11994_ch20_376-399.indd   382 12/21/09   10:10:40 PM12/21/09   10:10:40 PM
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           Types of Felonies 

  There are seven types of felonies, which fall into two general categories, not 
including the so-called possessory felonies involving weapons and drugs. 

    •  Violent crime:  murder, rape, robbery, aggravated assault.  

   •  Property crime:  burglary, larceny-theft, motor-vehicle theft.   

 The FBI keeps crime data in these categories, as do local and campus 
police. Ten percent of all felonies are violent and 90 percent are crimes against 
property.         

  Sources Are Essential 

  Police reporters depend on inside sources. Without them—given the guarded 
nature of the police—the reporter has a hard time covering the beat. This is why 
big-city media keep at least one reporter on the police beat for years. It takes time 
to cultivate sources. 

 Edna Buchanan of  The Miami Herald  is a veteran of the beat. “I talk to cops a 
lot,” she says. “Talking to cops is the only way to get a lot of the stories I do. Of 
course, a lot of policemen don’t recognize a good story, so you just have to keep 
talking to them so it’ll come up in conversation.” She recalls learning about a rob-
bery where “a guy got robbed and knocked down. No big deal.” But she learned 
from a contact that the victim had artifi cial legs and was pushed off his legs “for 
something like a dollar and forty cents.”   

  The Arrest Process 

  The police reporter knows arrest procedures, and because on some smaller 
newspapers and on many radio and television stations the same reporter who cov-
ers an arrest might stay with the case through the trial, a knowledge of the criminal 
court process is necessary, too. Here, we will discuss the arrest process. In the next 
chapter, criminal court procedures are outlined. 

 A person may be arrested on sight or upon issuance of a warrant. Let us follow 
a case in which a merchant spots in his store a man he believes robbed him the 
previous week.           

 The store owner calls a police offi cer who arrests the man. The suspect is 
searched on the scene and taken to the station house. The suspect is then searched 
again in front of the booking desk. His property is recorded and placed in a “prop-
erty” envelope. The suspect’s name and other identifi cation and the alleged crime 
are recorded in a book known to old-time reporters as a  blotter.  (The blotter sup-
posedly takes its name from the work of turn-of-the-century police sergeants who 
spilled considerable ink in their laborious efforts to transcribe information and 
then had to sop up the splotches with a blotter.)      

  Violent Crime Rates     
 The national rate for 

violent crimes was 473.5 
per 100,000 population. 
The five states with the 
highest violent crime rates 
were:      

    South Carolina     765.5   
   Tennessee     760.2   
   Nevada     741.6   
   Florida     712.0   
   Louisiana     697.8      

The national violent 
crime rate for cities is 466.9 
crimes per 100,000 popula-
tion. These eight cities 
have a rate four times the 
national rate:        

    Flint, Mich.     2,362.4   
   Detroit     2,289.0   
   Camden, N.J.     2,222.4   
   St. Louis     2,198.2   
   Memphis     1,950.7   
   Miami     1,928.9   
   Oakland, Calif.     1,917.8   
   Orlando     1,902.3          
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  Jails, Prisons     
 Jails are locally admin-

istered and hold persons 
who are awaiting trial or 
sentence or are serving sen-
tences of a year or less. Pris-
ons, state and federal, hold 
inmates with sentences of 
more than a year.    
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  Miranda Warning   The police are required to tell a suspect at the time of arrest 
that he has the right to remain silent and to refuse to answer questions. (This is 
called the Miranda warning.) He also has the right to consult an attorney at any 
time and is told that if he cannot afford a lawyer one will be provided. 

 The signed waiver permits the police immediately to interrogate the suspect 
about his actions, background and whereabouts in connection with the crime. If 
it is a homicide case, the practice is to call in an assistant prosecutor to ensure the 
admissibility of any admission or confession. 

 The offi cer then prepares an arrest report, which is written in the presence of 
the suspect who also supplies “pedigree information”—age, height, weight, date 
and place of birth and other details.  

  The Complaint   The suspect may then be photographed and fi ngerprinted and 
will be permitted to make a telephone call. A record is made of the number and 
person called and the suspect is returned to a detention cell to await arraignment. 
The arresting offi cer goes to the complaint room to confer with the complainant 
and an assistant district attorney so that a complaint can be drawn up. The police 
offi cer may ask the complainant to identify the suspect again in a lineup. 

 The assistant district attorney has to decide whether the case is strong enough, 
the witness reliable, the offense worth prosecuting before a complaint is drawn. 
The prosecutor must also decide whether to reduce a felony charge to a lesser 
felony or to a misdemeanor. She may reduce the charge if she feels the reduction 
would lead to a guilty plea and thus avoid the expense of a trial. 

 The police offi cer may have to fi le additional reports. If he fi red his weapon, he 
must fi le an “unusual incident report,” as it is described in some jurisdictions, and 
if he shot someone, he fi les an “inspector’s report.” 

 The fi ngerprints are checked in a central state agency to determine whether 
the suspect has a record, and the suspect’s fi le is sent to the courts, which require 
the information before arraignment. The presiding judge at arraignment decides 
whether bail should be set and the amount. A suspect with no record who is 
arrested for a minor crime may be released on his own recognizance—that is, 
without putting up bail. 

 Most large cities have overcrowded detention facilities and a backlog of untried 
cases. To cope, they may release suspects on low bail or none at all. Later, plea 
bargaining may be arranged in which the defendant agrees to plead guilty to a 
lesser charge so that the case can be disposed of at arraignment (see Chapter 21).     

  Arrest Stories 

  Most crimes are committed by young men, and a growing number involve 
teen-agers. Juveniles who are arrested are turned over to the juvenile court and 
their names are not released. In some states, in response to the rise in violent 
crime by youngsters, serious offenses by youths, particularly murder, are handled 
by the regular court system and their names can be used, as an upstate New York 
newspaper did in the following crime.      

  City Crime     
The CQ Press listed the 

most dangerous and the 
safest cities in the U.S.: 

 Dangerous  
  Camden, N.J.  
  Detroit  
  Atlanta  
  St. Louis  
  Gary, Ind.   

 Safest  
  Newton, Mass.  
  Brick Township, N.J.  
  Amherst, N.Y.  
  Mission Viejo, Calif.  
  Clarkstown, N.Y.       

 Arrested   
 A suspect in the murder 

of 10 people is arrested. He 
was later to plead guilty. 

  The Wichita Eagle  
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  Murder   The battered body of a 77-year-old man was discovered in his home 
at 11 p.m. by a neighbor who called the police. The neighbor said she saw two 
youths running from the scene. Police conducted an investigation and within 
fi ve hours arrested a 16-year-old and a 14-year-old. The two were charged with 
second-degree murder and at their arraignment entered pleas of not guilty. 

 The reporter for the local afternoon newspaper learns all this on his 7 a.m. 
check. He calls the coroner to obtain information about the cause of death, and he 
questions the police about the murder weapon and the motivation. He also asks 
where the youths are being held and the time they were arrested. With the infor-
mation on hand, he calls his desk to report what he has and the city editor tells 
him to give the story 200 words. The dead man was not prominent.    

    The editor asks about the neighbor: Did she identify the youngsters, and if 
not, how did the police learn their identities? The reporter says the police will not 
comment about the neighbor. Nor will the neighbor talk. The story will have to be 
a straight murder-and-arrest piece. Here is how the reporter wrote it: 

ARREST PROCESS FOR A FELONY

Arrest

Booking

Interrogation of suspect
by arresting officer

Interrogation of suspect
by arresting officer

Miranda Rights read
to suspect

Questioning of arresting
officer and victim by
prosecutor's office

Arraignment (initial appearance of suspect for formal notice
of charge before magistrate, commissioner, justice of peace,
police judge, criminal court judge or similar presiding officer

of court of initial or original jurisdiction)

Felony charge
filed by

prosecutor

Prosecutor reduces
charge to a lesser

felony or misdemeanor

Suspect released
without charge

filed

 The Arrest Process   
 The police reporter cov-

ers all aspects of the arrest 
process, from the report 
of the arrest through the 
arraignment of the suspect. 
Most arrests receive bare 
mention, but serious crimes 
are covered fully.   

Reporters rely for 
information on the police, 
the district attorney and 
the suspect’s lawyer. The 
reporter is aware that the 
original charge often is 
reduced by the prosecutor 
because either the original 
charge cannot be sustained 
or the prosecutor believes 
the suspect is more likely 
to plead guilty to a lesser 
charge than he or she would 
to the original charge.
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  Caution:  Be careful about identifying the arrested. A libel suit resulted when 
a newspaper identifi ed a crime suspect who had stolen a wallet from which police 
took the name. “Use special care in reporting the arrest of a public fi gure,” advises 
the AP. “It is not uncommon for crime suspects to give police false names, and 
frequently those they provide are from sports fi gures, politicians, etc.” Press 
authorities for authentication of the identifi cation. 

 Be especially careful about identifying anyone as a suspect before the person 
has been formally charged. Identifying a suspect had been common practice until 
a suspect in a bombing at the 1996 summer Olympics in Atlanta fi led suit against 
the media that used his name in their accounts.  The Atlanta Journal-Constitution  
reported the man had become a suspect and NBC and CNN picked up the story. 
Three months later, he was cleared. Rather than have to fi ght a libel suit, the net-
works settled out of court for large sums.  

  Leads   Broadcast stations and newspaper Web sites put direct leads on arrest 
stories. The newspaper version often will follow the online story with a delayed 
lead, as in this story about a drug bust in  The Star-Ledger  of Newark, N.J.: 

  Two Saratoga youths were arrested 
early today and charged with the murder of 
77-year-old Anthony Hay, a local fuel oil 
and coal dealer, whose battered body was 
found last night in his home. 

 Police identifi ed the youths as Arthur 
Traynor, 16, of 61 Joshua Ave., and John 
Martinez, 14, of 15 Doten Ave. Police said 
a neighbor saw two youths fl eeing from 
Hay’s residence at 342 Nelson Ave. The 
arrests were made within fi ve hours of the 
slaying. 

 The youths entered pleas of not guilty at 
their arraignment this morning on charges 
of second-degree murder and were being 
held in the county jail pending a prelimi-
nary hearing. 

 Hay’s body was found at 11 p.m. in the 
business offi ce of his home. He was “badly 
beaten about the head and face and had a 
fractured skull,” Coroner Clark Donaldson 
reported. Police said they recovered the death 
weapon, a three-foot wooden club. They 
declined to give any motive for the slaying.        

  Warrant for 
Gang Member     

 Here is the beginning of 
a story in  The Star-Ledger  
of Newark, N.J.:  

A reputed Bloods gang 
member is being sought on 
charges he killed four family 
members who were found 
in an Irvington house that 
was set ablaze.  

An arrest warrant 
was issued yesterday for 
Rolando Terrell, 36, an 
ex-convict who goes by the 
name “Ratman,” for the 
slaying of a well-known 
cheerleading coach and 
three teenagers in their 
home at 172 Columbia 
Ave.  

Terrell, who reputedly 
belongs to the notorious 
faction of the gang known 
as the Double ii Bloods, 
has an “ii” tattooed on 
his neck, according to 
a description issued by 
authorities.    

  The business model was simple: personal-
ized delivery—usually within 30 minutes—to 
a place of your choosing. 

 The calls came in, more than 1,000 a 
week, to one phone in a two-story house 
with white siding and freshly painted 
red shutters on Scotland Road in Union 
Township, and the product went out, usu-

ally to well-to-do towns like Summit, 
Mountainside, Berkeley Heights and New 
Providence. 

 The product they requested: cocaine. 
 Yesterday, the Union County Prosecu-

tor’s Offi ce announced the arrest of three 
alleged gang members on charges involv-
ing drug distribution. . . .  

      Crime Classifi cation 

  Crimes are classifi ed as violations, misdemeanors or felonies. The classifi ca-
tions are made by the states and differ slightly from state to state. Generally, the 
length of the sentence and the fi ne determine the classifi cation. Violations are 
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low-level crimes, punishable by small fi nes or short jail terms—loitering, com-
mitting a public nuisance. Misdemeanors are more serious and can lead to a jail 
sentence of less than a year—petty larceny, minor burglaries, traffi c offenses.

  Felonies are serious crimes punishable by a sentence of more than a year in a 
state prison. Felonies are the subject of most police reporting.  

   Hate Crimes 
 In 1990, in response to growing concern over bias crimes, Congress passed a 

law requiring the U.S. attorney general to collect data “about crimes that manifest 
evidence of prejudice based on race, religion, sexual orientation or ethnicity.” 

 A recent year showed 7,624 reported incidents. California reported 1,401 hate 
crime incidents, followed by New Jersey, 748; Michigan, 627; New York, 493. 
Most of the reports involved anti-black and anti-Jewish incidents. The Southern 
Poverty Law Center, which tracks such crimes, reported an increase in anti-black 
incidents following the election of Barack Obama. 

 The number of hate groups in the U.S. is growing, up almost 50 percent in the 
last decade. The most numerous among the hate groups is the Neo-Nazi move-
ment, with more than 200 chapters. The Ku Klux Klan is next with 120 chapters. 

   For a breakdown of these offenses, see  Hate Crimes  in  NRW Plus.     

  Murder 

  In some states, murder is rare—Vermont may have two homicides a year. When 
a murder is reported, coverage is intense. In metropolitan areas, where one or two 
murders are reported each day, only the prominence of the victim or the suspect 
merits full-scale coverage. Prominence clearly was the news value that motivated 

 Not Me, Offi cer   
 Photographer O. Gordon 

Williamson Jr. of   The Orlando 
Sentinel   chanced to see a 
bearded man make a getaway 
from a bank he had just robbed. 
Williamson followed the man 
to a barber shop, and while the 
identifying beard was being 
removed, Williamson called the 
police . . . and then took this 
picture. 

  Hate Crimes     
The national hate 

crime rate is 3.0 crimes per 
100,000 people. The five 
states with the highest hate 
crime rates are:   

    South Dakota     12.7   
   New Jersey     8.7   
   Michigan     6.5   
   Massachusetts     6.3   
   Delaware     5.6    
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388 Part Five Accidents to Education

the minute coverage of the death of O.J. Simpson’s ex-wife—not her prominence, 
of course, but his. Look at how the AP wrote the fi rst lead on the discovery of the 
bodies: 

  LOS ANGELES, (AP)—Hall of Fame football player O.J. Simpson’s 
ex-wife and a man were found dead early Monday outside the 
woman’s condominium, and Simpson was being interviewed by 
police.  

 This began what some critics described as a “media circus” or a “media feed-
ing frenzy.” Journalists countered by pointing to the near-insatiable public appe-
tite for the story. 

 Story leads about the progress of the investigation and then the arrest of Simp-
son are in  O.J. Simpson  in  NRW Plus.                    

  Checklist: Homicide 

   Crime 

     ___Victim, identifi cation.  

     ___Time, date, place of death.  

     ___Weapon used.  

     ___Offi cial cause of death or authoritative comment.  

     ___Who discovered body.  

     ___Clues; any identifi cation of slayer.  

     ___Police comments; motivation for crime.  

     ___Comments from neighbors, friends.  

     ___Any police record for victim; any connection with criminal activity.  

     ___Consequences to victim’s family, others.   

  Arrest 

     ___Name, identifi cation of person arrested.  

     ___Victim’s name; time, date, place of crime.  

     ___Exact charge.  

     ___Circumstances of arrest.  

     ___Motive.  

     ___Results of tip, investigation.  

  Murder Rates     
The national rate for 

reported murders was 5.7 
and the rate for murder 
arrests was 4.5 per 100,000 
population. Here are the 
states with the highest 
murder rates and arrests 
for murder: 

Murders   
    Louisiana     12.4   
   Maryland     9.7   
   Nevada     9.0   
   Alabama     8.3   
   South Carolina     8.3   
   Mississippi     7.7    

     Arrests     
    Louisiana     14.2   
   Mississippi     9.6   
   Alabama     9.4   
   North Carolina     9.3   
   Georgia     7.9           
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     ___Offi cers involved in investigation, arrest.  

     ___Booking.  

     ___Arraignment; bail, if any.  

     ___ Suspect’s police record (in states where it is not illegal to publish such 
information).         

  Burglary, Robbery 

  Burglary (B) is a crime against property, usually involving a home, offi ce, or 
store break-in. Robbery (R) is a crime against a person, involving the removal of 
the person’s goods or money with force or threat of force and is categorized as a 
violent crime.   

  Checklist: Burglary, Robbery 

    Crime 

     ___Victim, identifi cation.  

     ___Goods or money taken; value of goods.  

     ___Date, time, location of crime.  

     ___(R) Weapon used.  

     ___(B) How entry made.  

     ___(R) Injuries and how caused.  

     ___Clues.  

 Homicide   
 Jose Flores, a foreman on 

a California strawberry farm, 
was furious when Mauricio 
Cruz picked some green 
berries. They argued. Flores 
went home and returned 
with a gun. Witnesses say he 
then shot Cruz in the back 
and while the worker was 
lying on the ground, he shot 
Cruz in the head. Flores fl ed 
and the sheriff’s department 
in Santa Cruz County issued 
this poster. 

 Mug Shot   
 After a suspect is arrested, 

booked and interrogated, he 
or she is photographed. The 
pictures, called   mug shots,  
 go into the suspect’s fi le, 
which also contains his or 
her criminal record, known 
as a   rap sheet.  This is a photo 
of Joseph (Crazy Joe) Gallo, 
a mobster whose rap sheet 
showed an extensive record. 
Gallo was gunned down 
by rival mob hit men as he 
celebrated his 43rd birthday 
in Umberto’s Clam House a 
block away from New York 
City police headquarters.
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390 Part Five Accidents to Education

     ___ Unusual circumstances (overlooked valuables, frequency of crime in area 
or to victim, etc.).  

     ___Statements from victim, witness.       

      Arrest 

     ___Name, identifi cation of person arrested.  

     ___Details of crime.  

     ___Circumstances of arrest.         

  Additional Elements   Some newspapers and stations have added these essen-
tials to their stories about violent crime:

      ___Where was the weapon obtained?  

     ___Were alcohol or drugs involved?  

     ___Did the victim and the perpetrator know each other?    

  Note:  Half or more of those arrested are not formally charged with the crime 
for which they were arrested. Some newspapers and stations will use the names of 
those arrested only after they have been formally charged with a crime. 

                  Crime Coverage and Race 

  High crime rates in the inner cities have led to considerable coverage of the 
perpetrators and the victims, who are disproportionately members of minority 
groups. And this, in turn, has been the cause of criticism of the media. 

 One area of controversy has been racial profi ling, the police practice of using 
race as a signifi cant factor in stop-and-search activities. For an analysis of this 
practice, see  Racial Profi ling  in  NRW Plus.    

 For a case study of how a reporter went about exposing racism practiced by a 
police department, see  Targeting Blacks  in  NRW Plus.      

  Database Reporting 

  Police departments keep good records, and most are available to reporters on-
line. It is not diffi cult, for example, to take the list that the state provides of all 
school bus drivers and correlate that list with the names of those arrested in a 
given period. Reporters regularly do this to check whether child molesters, drunk 
drivers or felons are driving children to and from school.      

  Drunk Drivers   You know drunk drivers are involved in traffi c accidents. But 
how many of them are responsible for highway fatalities in your state? Easy. 

Robbery Rates   
The national rate for 

robberies was 149.4. Here 
are the cities and states 
with the highest rates: 

         Cities    
    Memphis     418.8   
   Detroit     395.8   
   Miami     369.4   
   Las Vegas     337.1   
   Oakland     333.3    

    States    
    Nevada     281.6   
   Maryland     256.0   
   Delaware     203.3   
   California     194.7   
   Florida     188.8           
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Ask the U.S. Department of Transportation,  www.dot.gov , for the percentage of 
fatalities in the state in accidents involving alcohol. The DOT’s National High-
way Traffi c Safety Administration keeps the data. 

 You’ll fi nd Texas, California, Florida and New York are high in the rankings.   

  Police Effi ciency 
 How well the local police force does its work can be checked by using a few 

fi gures: What percentage of reported crimes led to arrests? Another comparison: 
What percentage of arrests led to complaints fi led by the district attorney? Prose-
cutors will not take a case unless the police provide them with suffi cient evidence 
and solid witness support. 

 Can a force be too forceful? Using databases with police fi gures,  The Washington 
Post  found that District of Columbia police killed more people per capita than any 
other police force. Its series on quick-trigger cops won a Pulitzer Prize for public 
service. 

 Another check of departmental effi ciency can be made by examining the 
response to calls made to the police. A study of 2,000 calls to the St. Louis Police 
Department found that 25 percent of the calls were ignored. Of the 75 percent to 
which the police responded, arrests were made 50 percent of the time. Ten percent 
of those arrested went to trial, and 4 percent of those arrested were convicted.        

  Data Available 
 The Bureau of Justice Statistics makes available free copies of its reports that 

cover a wide range: national crime surveys, domestic violence, parole and proba-
tion, ages of rape victims, sentencing patterns, juvenile crime. 

 To be placed on the Bureau’s mailing list, call toll-free 1-800-732-3277 or 
write: Justice Statistics Clearinghouse, P.O. Box 179, Dept. BJS-236, Annapolis 
Junction, MD 20701-0179. The Web site is  www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/ . 

 Single copies are free. Public-use tapes of Bureau data sets are available from 
the Criminal Justice Archive and Information Network, P.O. Box 1248, Ann 
Arbor, MI 48106, telephone (313) 763-5010. 

 The Federal Bureau of Investigation makes annual crime fi gures available at 
 www.fbi.gov/vcr/ucr.htm .    

  Drunk Driving Stories 

  The media have had a hand in reducing the number of alcohol-related traffi c 
deaths. By emphasizing the arrests of drunk drivers and the campaign for safe 
driving, authorities say, the media have been responsible for these fatalities de-
clining from 16,694 in 1982 to 12,998, 25 years later. Here is the beginning of a 
story about a fatal accident that resulted in the death of a woman and her child. 
The  Wichita Eagle  reporters, Hurst Laviana and Tim Potter, looked up the record 
of the driver. 

  What Color Are 
The Tie, the Blouse?     

 In his book  City Room,  
Arthur Gelb describes the 
first breaking news story he 
covered on the police beat 
for  The New York Times.  A 
woman had been bound 
with neckties, strangled 
and stabbed repeatedly. 
A blouse had been spread 
over her face.  

I phoned in the notes I 
had taken to Mike Berger.  

“What color were the 
ties?” he asked.  

“I’m not sure. I think 
one of them was brown.”  

“You think one of them 
was brown? I need to know 
the actual colors.”  

I said I’d go back and 
check. One tie was bluish-
brown, another was brown 
and yellow, a third was 
gray. I called Mike and apol-
ogized for the oversight.  

“Okay,” he said. “What 
color was the blouse?”  

I didn’t know, so I went 
back again. “It was pink,” I 
told Mike.  

“Great. What kind 
of furniture was in the 
room?”. . .  

Gelb went back again, 
and then for the fourth 
revisit when Berger wanted 
to know the kind of fur 
coat that was draped over a 
chair near the body.  

“Mink,” Gelb replied.    
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392 Part Five Accidents to Education

  The driver police suspect of killing a 
Wichita woman and her 4-year-old daugh-
ter outside a Wichita elementary school has 
a lengthy criminal record that includes mul-
tiple drunken-driving convictions, accord-
ing to Department of Correction records.  

 Two days later, Potter interviewed a man who rushed to the accident scene and 
had to lie down in the street to try to help the driver of the car, which had overturned. 
“As he lay down and reached into the SUV, he smelled alcohol,” Potter reported. 

 A week later, Laviana covered a town hall meeting at which people called for 
“tougher DUI sentences, stricter controls on the licenses of repeat DUI offenders, 
and the establishment of DUI courts and prisons.” Ten days after the accident, 
Potter wrote about the lenient state law for convicted drunk drivers: 

  Even if Gary Hammitt is convicted of his 
fi fth DUI in the deaths of a Wichita woman 
and her 4-year-old daughter, he still would 
not permanently lose his driver’s license. 

 If convicted of drunken driving in the 
Oct. 1 crash, he would have to be caught 
driving under the infl uence two more times 
before the state would permanently revoke 
his license. . . .  

 The driver was charged with two counts of second-degree murder, one count 
of aggravated battery, one count of driving under the infl uence of alcohol and one 
count of reckless driving.   

  The Victims 

  Crime falls heaviest on the poor, the young and members of minority groups. 
Half the victims of violent crimes are aged 12 to 24 although they represent only 
a fourth of the population. Blacks and Hispanics across all age groups are more 
at risk from violence than whites of comparable age: 1 in 30 blacks, 1 in 35 His-
panics, 1 in 58 whites. 

 The murder rate for blacks is 8 times higher than that for whites—1 in every 
894 blacks, 1 in every 7,334 whites. The lifetime chance of being a murder victim 
is 1 in 131 for white males, 1 in 21 for black males.   

  Violence Against Women 

  About 2.5 million women are the victims of violent crime each year. The most 
frequent crime committed against them is assault, often domestic assault. Studies 
by the Bureau of Justice found that the women “most vulnerable as the victims 
of violence are black, Hispanic, in younger age groups, never married, with lower 
family income and lower education levels and in central cities.” 

Too terrible for young 
eyes.

 Fernando Salazar, 
 The Wichita Eagle  
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 More than two-thirds of the women victims knew their attackers. Almost 
one-third of the attackers were husbands, boyfriends or relatives; a third were 
acquaintances. Women victimized by strangers were six times more likely to 
report their attack to police as were those women attacked by relatives or friends. 
These women said they feared reprisals from their attackers. 

 Although the violent crime victimization rate for males has declined, the rate 
for females has not.                      

   Rape 
 More than 350,000 rapes and sexual assaults are reported a year. Only about 

half the women report their victimizations to the police. The Bureau of Justice 
found about half of all rapes were perpetrated by someone known to the victim 
and that in one-fi fth of the cases the offender was armed. 

 “Of female rape victims who took some self-protective action such as fi ghting 
back and yelling and screaming, most reported that it helped the situation rather 
than made it worse,” the Bureau reported. 

 See  NRW Plus  “ Cracking an Unsolved Rape Case Makes History ” for an 
article on how DNA was used in California.    

  Domestic Violence 
 The home, fi gures tell us, is more dangerous for women than the streets. Do-

mestic violence is the single greatest cause of injury to American women. The 
American Medical Association considers family violence a public health menace 
and estimates it affects one-fourth of all families in the United States. The AMA 
reports domestic violence is responsible for a third of all murders of women.       

  Rape Rates     
The national rate for 

rapes was 30.9. Here are 
the cities and states with 
the highest rates: 

         Cities    
   Battle Creek, Mich.     96.8   
   Rapid City, S.D.     89.7   
   Anchorage     86.8   
   Bremerton, Wash.     82.7   
  Farmington, N.M.   82.6        

    States    
   Alaska     76.0   
   New Mexico     56.0   
   Michigan     52.2   
   Delaware     46.9   
  Arkansas   46.5       
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  Child Abuse     
 The Justice Department 

reported child abuse and 
neglect reports tripled over 
the past decade, rising from 
one million to three million.  

Idaho, Alaska and 
Washington have the 
highest rates of physical 
and sexual child abuse.    

  Child Abuse     
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reported child abuse and 
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 Behind Closed Doors   
Domestic abuse is the 

silent plague of American 
households. Half the 
occurrences are not 
reported to police, and 
journalists rarely cover the 
crime. Yet it affects about a 
quarter of households and is 
the single greatest cause of 
injury to women.

  Donna Ferrato, Domestic Abuse Awareness Project
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394 Part Five Accidents to Education

 Yet, coverage of the subject is minimal, lost in the reporting of murders, gang 
wars and drug busts. Also, the actual dimension of the crime is not refl ected in the 
police reports. Close to half of all incidents of domestic violence against women 
are not reported to police. Among married women not reporting their husbands, 
41 percent were subsequently assaulted by them within six months. Of those who 
did report their husbands, 15 percent were reassaulted.          

  A Reporter’s Perspective 

  Edna Buchanan, for many years the prizewinning police reporter for  The Miami 
Herald,  says: 

  Sometimes, we are all the victim has got. 
 Sometimes you feel like Wonder Woman, or Superman, going to the 

rescue. Reporters can find missing kids, lost grandmothers and misplaced 
corpses. We fish out people who fall through the cracks. Publicity rescues 
people tangled in the hopeless mazes of government and bureaucracy. We 
recover stolen cars and priceless family heirlooms. A story in the newspaper 
can secure donations of blood, money and public support—and occasionally 
that rarest gift of all: justice.       

  Skepticism   Police reporters say skepticism comes with the job. Things are sel-
dom what they seem. A heartbroken father tells police a hitchhiker he picked up 
forced him out of his car at gunpoint and drove off with his 2-year-old daughter in 
the back seat. A distraught mother reports her 4-year-old daughter and 2-year-old 
son disappeared in a department store on Christmas Eve. Newspapers and televi-
sion carry the woman’s prayer for the safe return of her children. 

 Two days after the hitchhiker story is played up by newspapers and television, the 
child’s body is found in a garbage bin. The father is charged with second-degree mur-
der; authorities say he left the child in the car on a hot day and she was asphyxiated. 

 Two days after a mother’s tearful prayer on TV, this lead appears on a story in 
a New York newspaper: 

  Two small Queens children whose 
mother had reported losing them in a 
crowded Flushing department store on 
Christmas Eve were found dead in a rubble-
strewn lot in East Harlem last night, and 
the mother and a man with whom she lives 
were charged with the murders.  

      Cautions 

  Garish details of rapes, homicides, suicides and assaults are considered unnec-
essary. Details essential to an investigation are not used, although there is no legal 

  Meaningless     
“. . . the media have 

done an increasingly poor 
job of developing a balance 
between what is interest-
ing and what is important. 
This is the difference 
between a crime story and 
crime coverage, between 
a story about yet another 
anecdotal crime and one 
that identifies the anecdote 
as either representative of 
a trend or representative of 
absolutely nothing.”   

—David J. Krajicek 
(“Scooped! Media Miss 

Real Story on Crime While 
Chasing Sex, Sleaze, and 

Celebrities,”  Columbia 
University Press, 1998. )    
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prohibition against using information obtained legally. Usually, police will not 
give reporters confessions, statements, admissions, or alibis by suspects; names of 
suspects or witnesses; details of sex crimes. (Publication of a confession or state-
ment can jeopardize a defendant’s rights.)      

  Double Checks   All names, addresses, occupations should be double-checked 
against the city directory, telephone book and any other available source. 

 Beware of sudden cleanup drives for vice, gambling. Usually, they are designed 
for public consumption. 

 When the police arrest a suspect, reporters ask for his or her arrest record or rap 
sheet. In many cities and states, the record may be denied or only a portion of it 
released. Sometimes the refusal is the result of state law. There has been a grow-
ing sensitivity among offi cials concerning the need to guarantee the accused a fair 
trial. Revelations about past crimes might compromise the defendant’s rights.  

  Using Prior Convictions   Conviction data—information about a guilty plea, a 
conviction, or a plea of  nolo contendere —usually can be used. Half the states 
make it illegal to use nonconviction data. 

 State laws that seal arrest records take precedence over sunshine laws. Where 
there are no explicit prohibitions against the use of such records, it is permissible 
to use them, whatever the disposition of the arrests. Reporters can use nonconvic-
tion information that they fi nd in public documents that are traditionally open to 
the press: court records of judicial proceedings, police blotters, published court 
opinions, wanted announcements, traffi c records.  

  Juvenile Records   Juvenile records usually are sealed, and family court rules 
almost always prohibit press coverage. But there are few state laws that make it 
illegal to identify a juvenile as a suspect or that prohibit stories about a juvenile’s 
conviction. Generally, the press has gone along with the contention that such pub-
licity could make rehabilitation of the young offender more diffi cult. 

 When a 9-year-old boy turned himself in to the FBI as a bank robbery suspect, 
newspapers and television stations gave the story huge play. The youngster, who 
took $118 from a teller, held what looked like a pistol. 

 The newspapers and stations were unhappy about using the story but said they 
had no recourse. It was “pointless” not to publish a picture of the youngster, said 
the metropolitan editor of  The New York Times,  that was already “on television 
all over town.”       

  Remember:  An arrest is just that. It does not mean that the person has been 
charged with a crime. Charges are brought by the district attorney and indict-
ments are made by a grand jury. When a person is arrested, the reporter can write 
that Jones was “arrested in connection with the robbery of a drugstore at 165 
Massachusetts Ave.” Or: “Jones was arrested in an investigation of the embezzle-
ment of $45,000 from the First National Bank of Freeport.” 

 The U.S. Department of Justice has found that half the arrests are disposed of 
prior to indictment.     

  Causes     
 Studies show that 

75 percent of violent 
juvenile offenders have 
suffered abuse by a family 
member and more than 
60 percent of juveniles in 
custody have parents who 
abused alcohol or drugs. 
Says John J. Dilulio Jr. of 
Princeton, “Very bad boys 
come disproportionately 
from very bad homes in very 
bad neighborhoods.”    
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396 Part Five Accidents to Education

  Covering Campus Crime 

  Federal law requires colleges and universities to release data on crimes on the 
campus by Oct. 1 each year. The fi gures are available to the public. 

 Figures collected over recent years show an increase in burglaries and motor 
vehicle thefts on many campuses. Sexual assaults show a slight increase.        

   Source 
 The Student Press Law Center has booklets on campus crime for guidance of 

student journalists and offers advice to students needing information. It can be 
reached at Student Press Law Center, 1101 Wilson Blvd., Suite 1910, Arlington, 
VA 22209;  www.splc.org .    

  Fire Coverage 

  The police reporter monitors the police radio for reports of fi res. If a fi re is 
serious or involves a well-known building or downtown area, the reporter will go 
to the scene. Importance can be determined by the number of units dispatched, 
usually expressed in terms of the number of alarms.      

  Ask for Information   At fi res, as with any emergency situation, reporters seem 
to be in the way, and some hesitate to grab a police offi cer or fi refi ghter to ask for 
details. Ask. 

 Here are the beginnings of two fi re stories that appeared in  The Tennessean  of 
Nashville: 

  Data Available     
 The U.S. Department of 

Education maintains a Web 
site that includes reported 
criminal offenses for more 
than 6,300 public and pri-
vate colleges and universities. 
The institutions provide crimi-
nal offenses that have been 
reported to campus security 
authorities and to local police 
agencies. The Department 
of Education Web site is 
 www.ope.ed.gov/security  for 
campus crime data.    
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  Online Simulation: 
“A Fire Scenario”     

 An interactive simula-
tion that involves coverage 
of an apartment house fire 
is available at:  http://ccnmtl
.columbia.edu/projects/
newssim/introduction/html .    
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  A resident of an East Nashville rooming 
house suffered massive burns early today 
before fellow residents braved fl ames and 
yanked him to safety through a second-
fl oor window. 

 The house at 256 Strouse Ave. was gut-
ted by the blaze, which Metro fi re offi cials 
have labeled “suspicious.” 

 A 3-month-old Nashville girl asleep on 
a sofa-bed perished last night as her house 
went up in fl ames and relatives clawed in 
vain at an outside wall to rescue her. 

 The victim is the daughter of Janice 
Holt, who shares her 1925 16th Ave. N. 
home with several relatives, police said. 

 Firefi ghters arrived at the one-story 
dwelling off Clay Street shortly after the 
6:45 p.m. call, and found the house con-
sumed by fl ames, said Metro District Fire 
Chief Jordan Beasley.  

            Checklist: Fires 

       ___Deaths, injuries.  

     ___Location.  
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Close-Up
Good fi re stories are writ-

ten from on-the-scene obser-
vation. The reporter sees 
fi refi ghters at work battling 
the blaze, rescuing survivors, 
carrying out the injured and 
the dead.

 Jeff Widener, Evansville Press
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398 Part Five Accidents to Education

     ___Cause.  

     ___When, where started.  

     ___How spread.  

     ___When brought under control.  

     ___Property loss: how much of structure damaged.  

     ___Estimated cost of damage.  

     ___Type of structure.  

     ___Measures taken to protect public safety.  

     ___If rescue involved, how carried out.  

     ___Who discovered fi re.  

     ___Number of fi re companies, fi refi ghters assigned. (How much water used.)  

     ___Exact cause of deaths, injuries.  

     ___Where dead, injured taken.  

     ___Quotes from those burned out; effect on their lives.  

     ___Comments of neighbors, eyewitnesses.  

     ___Insurance coverage.  

     ___Arson suspected?  

     ___Any arrests.  

     ___Unusual aspects.     

  Sources 

     • Fire chief, marshal, inspector.  

  Police department.  

  Hospital.  

  Morgue, mortuary.  

  Welfare agencies, rescue groups (Red Cross).  

   • City building, fi re inspection reports.   

 If a fi re is serious enough to merit a follow-up story, possible themes are the 
progress of the investigation into the cause of the fi re and the conditions of the 
injured. Another may be the cost of replacing the destroyed structure.    

•

•

•

•
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   Further Reading 

 Buchanan, Edna.  Never Let Them See You Cry: More from Miami, America’s 
Heart Beat.  New York: Random House, 1992. 

 Coté, William, and Roger Simpson.  Covering Violence—A Guide to Ethi-
cal Reporting about Victims & Trauma.  New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2000. 

 Krajicek, David J.  Scooped! Media Miss Real Story on Crime While Chasing 
Sex, Sleaze, and Celebrities.  New York: Columbia University Press, 1998.   
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 21   The Courts 

   Preview 
 Coverage of state and federal courts involves: 

  Civil law —actions initiated by an individual, usually a 
person suing another individual or an organization for 
damages. Many actions are settled out of court. 

  •  Criminal law —actions initiated by the government for 
violation of criminal statutes. The process begins with 
the arraignment of the accused and concludes with 
dismissal or a not-guilty verdict or sentencing after a 
conviction.  

 Most criminal cases are settled before they go to trial 
by plea bargaining in which the accused agrees to plead 
guilty in return for a lesser sentence. 

 The cases that go to trial are covered from jury selec-
tion through verdict and sentencing. 

•

 For every one of the 2 million men and women behind the bars of jails 
and prisons, fi ve others are being processed in the criminal justice system. At 
the same time, increasing numbers of lawsuits fl ood the civil courts. 

 The courts over the land have become overwhelmed. They are at the con-
fl uence of a swollen tide of lawmaking, arrests and litigation. Watching over 
all this, pencil poised, is the reporter. 

 The only way the reporter maintains stability in this swelling tide of 
words—most of which are dense and arcane—is through knowledge of the 
judicial system, good sources and the ability to pick out the signifi cant and 
interesting cases. 

    The Basics 

  There are two judicial systems, state and federal. State systems differ in detail 
but are similar in essentials. There are two kinds of law, criminal and civil. In 
criminal law, the government is the accuser. In civil law, an individual or group 

Courtroom drama—forcible removal of 
defendant.

 Rosemary Lincoln,  The Patriot Ledger  

Be counter-phobic. Do 
what you fear or dislike 
doing.
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Chapter 21 The Courts 401

usually initiates the action; the government also can bring an action in the civil 
courts. Because crime stories make dramatic reading, the criminal courts receive 
the most media attention. Reporters cover the civil courts for damage suits, restrain-
ing orders and court decisions on such issues as taxes, business operations and labor 
confl icts. 

 These criminal and civil proceedings take place in state courts with a variety 
of titles—district, circuit, superior, supreme. The lower-level courts of original 
jurisdiction at the city and county levels—criminal, police, county, magistrate 
and the justice of the peace courts—handle misdemeanors, traffi c violations and 
arraignments. The federal court system includes the federal district courts, the 
circuit courts of appeals and the Supreme Court. 

 The county courthouse or court reporter covers state and local courts and the 
offi ce of the district attorney. The federal courthouse reporter covers the U.S. 
attorney, the federal magistrate and the federal courts. The magistrate arraigns 
those arrested and sets bail.       

 There are special state and local courts, such as the domestic relations or fam-
ily court, sometimes called juvenile or children’s court; small claims; surrogate’s 
court (where wills are probated) and landlord–tenant court. 

 The court reporter’s attention is directed to the civil and criminal proceedings 
in the state courts of superior jurisdiction—district, superior, circuit or supreme 
courts—and in the federal system. 

 Before we go into our examination of court coverage, a note of caution: Report-
ing the courts has been the subject of considerable legal action. Some areas are 
off-limits—jury deliberations, certain activities of jurors—and some have been 
hemmed in by judicial decree. Chapter 25 surveys the continuing push-and-pull 

  Terminology     
 A list of the officers of 

the court and court terms 
is included in  NRW Plus,  
 Court Language.       

  The Federal Court 
System  

 The federal judicial sys-
tem has three tiers:  

 District courts:  Trial 
courts located throughout 
the nation.

   Circuit courts:  Inter-
mediate regional appeals 
courts that review appeals 
from the district courts.

   Supreme Court:  Takes 
appeals on a discretionary 
basis from circuit courts.

  The federal courts have 
power only over those 
matters the Constitution 
establishes: “controversies 
to which the United States 
shall be a party; controver-
sies between two or more 
states; between a State and 
a citizen of another State; 
between citizens of differ-
ent states. . . .” 

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch21_400-424.indd   401men11994_ch21_400-424.indd   401 12/22/09   3:17:43 PM12/22/09   3:17:43 PM



402 Part Five Accidents to Education

between journalists, who seek freedom to cover all aspects of the judicial system, 
and the courts, which have sought to limit coverage on the ground that it can com-
promise the defendant’s right to a fair trial. Many states have press-bar guidelines.        

  Civil Law 

  Civil law consists of two major divisions: actions at law and equity proceedings.

     Actions at Law 
 These suits are brought—mostly in state courts—for recovery of property, 

damages for personal injury and breach of contract. Reporters who thumb through the 
daily fl ow of suits fi led in the county courthouse single out those that have unusual, 
timely or important elements. They also are on the lookout for well-known people 
who may bring suit or against whom a suit is fi led. 

  The Unusual   Here is a brief story about a freak accident in a baseball game. 
The circumstances made the suit worth writing about: 

  Social History     
“We as reporters are 

the witnesses to history, the 
eyes and ears of a public 
seeking information on 
some of the most important 
issues of our time. We are 
also the documentarians 
of a justice system that is 
evolving anew with every 
case that passes through it.”   

 —Linda Deutsch, 
AP court reporter     

  Social History     
“We as reporters are 

the witnesses to history, the 
eyes and ears of a public 
seeking information on 
some of the most important 
issues of our time. We are 
also the documentarians 
of a justice system that is 
evolving anew with every 
case that passes through it.”   

 —Linda Deutsch, 
AP court reporter     

  OREGON CITY—A 13-year-old who 
broke both arms during a Little League 
baseball game has fi led a $500,000 suit in 
Clackamas County Circuit Court through 
his guardian. It charges the Lake Oswego 
School District and Nordin-Schmitz Inc., a 
private corporation, with negligence. 

 According to the suit, plaintiff Martin 
K. McCurdy was injured when he fell into 
a ditch on the boundary between the school 
district and Nordin-Schmitz property as he 
was chasing a ball during a Little League 
game May 16.   

  Explanation Essential   Some cases involve complexities that the reporter has 
to explain so the reader or listener can make sense of the courtroom processes. 
Here is an example of how a radio reporter handled a court case that would have 
mystifi ed listeners without an explanation:       

  The wife of a Dallas minister was found 
near death from what appeared to be an 
attempt to strangle her. Her husband was sus-
pected, but police said they had no evidence 
to charge him. The woman is in a coma. 

 The woman’s mother sued her son-in-
law in civil court and has won a $16 mil-
lion judgment, the money to be used for the 
lifetime care of the minister’s wife.  

 Whoa, the listener says. How can a man be ordered to pay for a crime the 
police say they cannot charge him with? The reporter answered the question with 
this sentence: 

  Religion in the 
Courtroom     

 Religious issues fre-
quently make their way to 
the legal system. The battle 
over evolution, for example, 
has a long history of legal 
strife.  

The Religion Newswriters 
Association ( www.RNA.org ) 
provides up-to-date informa-
tion as well as background.    

  Religion in the 
Courtroom     

 Religious issues fre-
quently make their way to 
the legal system. The battle 
over evolution, for example, 
has a long history of legal 
strife.  

The Religion Newswriters 
Association ( www.RNA.org ) 
provides up-to-date informa-
tion as well as background.    
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  Unlike the criminal system, which 
requires proof beyond a reasonable doubt 
to convict a defendant, a civil suit requires 
only a preponderance of credible evidence.   

  The Key Differences   In a criminal trial, the issue is the guilt  beyond a reason-
able doubt  of the accused. In a civil trial, in which damages, contracts and the like 
are involved, the issue is the  likelihood of the defendant’s liability.  

 In a criminal trial, the verdict must be unanimous. In a civil trial, 9 of the 12 
jurors constitutes a verdict. 

 This difference between a criminal and a civil trial was a factor in one of 
the most heavily covered civil trials of the decade—the damage suit against O.J. 
Simpson that followed his acquittal of murder in a criminal trial.          

  O.J.’s Civil Trial   In Simpson’s criminal trial for the murder of his ex-wife and 
her friend, a jury returned a unanimous verdict of not guilty. The families of the 
two victims then fi led a civil action, asking for monetary damages for their loss. 

 The fact that the former football star had been acquitted in a criminal trial did 
not count for much with the civil jury. It found Simpson “liable” for the deaths 
and awarded a total of $35.5 million in damages to one of the families. 

 Although there is a constitutional prohibition against double jeopardy, private 
civil suits have not been considered a violation of the prohibition. 

  Caution:  Lawyers often fi le damage suits seeking large sums. A $1 million 
lawsuit is commonplace. Most damage suits are settled for far less or tossed out 
of court. Relatively few go to trial. The reporter examines the suit to see whether 
it has newsworthy elements in addition to the amount sought.   

  Equity Proceedings 
 The courts can compel individuals, organizations and government bodies to 

take an action or to refrain from an action. When such an order is requested, the 
complainant is said to seek equitable relief. Reporters come across these legal 
actions in the form of injunctions and restraining orders. Here is a story about a 
restraining order from the radio news wire of the UPI: 

  PROVIDENCE, R.I.—A federal judge has issued a temporary 
order stopping efforts to put a reservist on active army duty 
because he refused to shave off his beard. 

 District Judge Edward Day in Providence, R.I., yesterday gave 
the army 10 days to answer a suit fi led Friday by the American 
Civil Liberties Union. . . .  

 Temporary injunctions, also known as preliminary injunctions, are issued to 
freeze the status quo until a court hearing can be scheduled. Thus, it makes no 
sense to write that the petitioner has “won” an injunction in such a preliminary 
proceeding (which is also called an “ ex parte  proceeding”) because a permanent 

  Criminal and 
Civil Court Actions     

 I    
Jay-Z, the Grammy 

Award–winning rapper, 
was placed on probation 
for three years after plead-
ing guilty yesterday in State 
Supreme Court to stabbing 
a record producer in a 
Times Square nightclub two 
years ago.  

Jay-Z, 31 years old, 
whose real name is Shawn 
Carter, admitted stabbing 
Lance Rivera, 35, at the Kit 
Kat Club. Rivera dropped a 
civil suit against Jay-Z after 
they made an out-of-court 
settlement for an undis-
closed amount.  

 II   
DENVER (AP)—Kobe 

Bryant and the 20-year-old 
woman who accused him 
of rape nearly two years 
ago settled her civil lawsuit 
against him yesterday, end-
ing a case that tarnished 
one of the NBA’s brightest 
young stars.

  Terms weren’t released. 
A statement by Bryant’s 
attorneys said the matter 
had been resolved “to 
the satisfaction of both 
parties.” . . .  

The lawsuit, filed three 
weeks before the criminal 
case against the basketball 
star collapsed last sum-
mer, sought unspecified 
damages. . . .    
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404 Part Five Accidents to Education

injunction cannot be issued until an adversary hearing is held in which both sides 
are heard. The respondent is ordered to show cause at the hearing—usually set for 
a week or two later—for why the temporary injunction should not be made fi nal 
or permanent. 

 In this equity proceeding, a party asked the court to compel another party to 
take an action: 

  The developers of a proposed shopping 
center and offi ce complex at the intersec-
tion of Route 13 and West Trenton Avenue 
have asked Bucks County Court to order 
Falls Township to issue a building permit. 

 — Bucks County Courier Times    

  Pretrial and Trial 
 A complaint lists the cause of action, the parties to the action and the relief sought. 

The defendant has several alternatives. He or she may fi le a motion seeking to delay, 
alter or halt the action. He or she can ask for a change of venue or a bill of particulars 
or can fi le other motions. When the defendant is ready to contest the action, or if mo-
tions to stop the action have not been granted, the defendant fi les an answer. 

 The case may then move to trial. Although there are more civil trials than 
criminal trials, few civil trials are covered. Reporters rely on records, lawyers 
and court personnel for information. Civil court stories are written on fi ling of the 
action and at the completion of the trial or at settlement.    

  Checklist: Civil Actions 

       ___Identifi cation of person or organization fi ling action.  

     ___Background of plaintiff or petitioner.  

     ___Defendant; respondent.  

     ___Type of damage alleged.  

     ___Remedy sought.  

     ___Date of fi ling; court of jurisdiction.  

     ___Special motivation behind action, if any.  

     ___History of the confl ict, disagreement.  

     ___Similar cases decided by courts.  

     ___Could suit lead to landmark decision? Is it a precedent?  

     ___Possibility of an out-of-court settlement.  
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Chapter 21 The Courts 405

     ___Signifi cance of action; effect on others.  

     ___Lawyers for both sides; types of fi rms they are associated with.  

     ___Date and presiding judge for trial, hearing.  

     ___Judge’s reputation with similar cases.   

 Should the reporter decide to cover the trial, key points for reporting are selec-
tion of the jury; relevant evidence; identifi cation and expertise of witnesses; 
demeanor of witnesses on the stand; judge’s rulings; pertinent material from 
opening and closing statements of attorneys; the damages, if any are assessed; 
whether the losing party intends to appeal.         

  Checklist: Verdict Stories 

  Here are the essentials of verdict stories for civil actions:

      ___Verdict; damages, if awarded (same, less, greater than those sought).  

     ___Parties involved.  

     ___Judge’s statement, if any; deviations by judge from jury’s fi ndings.  

     ___Summary of allegations by plaintiff.  

     ___Key testimony and attorneys’ points.  

     ___Length of jury deliberations.  

     ___Comment by jurors on deliberations, verdict.  

     ___Any appeals or motions.     

   Sources 
 Private attorneys representing plaintiff and defendant; judges and their law 

clerks and clerks of the court; court stenographers; county courthouse clerk or as-
sistant who is in charge of fi ling such actions. The clerk is usually the best source 
for tips on important cases. 

  Court Documents Privileged   Documents fi led in the clerk’s offi ce usually are 
privileged as soon as the clerk stamps the material as received. The reporter is 
free to use privileged material without fear of libel because it has been given offi -
cial status. Statements in court also are privileged.   

  Cautions 
 Negotiations between the sides often will continue even after a trial begins, and 

the reporter should be aware of the possibility of a sudden settlement. In many 
damage suits, the plaintiff threatens to go to trial to support his or her demand for 
a certain sum or other remedy. In turn, the defendant appears to be unconcerned 

  Don’t Be Awed     
 The testimony of expert 

witnesses sometimes 
overwhelms reporters. 
Relax. Even the experts 
have troubles. Here is the 
Question-Answer exchange 
during one trial:  

Q.  Doctor, before you per-
formed the autopsy did 
you check for a pulse?  

A. No.  

Q.  Did you check for blood 
pressure?  

A. No.  

Q.  Did you check for 
breathing?  

A. No.  

Q.  So, then it is possible 
that the patient was 
alive when you began 
the autopsy?  

A. No.  

Q.  How can you be so sure, 
doctor?  

A.  Because his brain was 
sitting on my desk in 
a jar.  

Q.  But could the patient 
have still been alive, 
nevertheless?  

A.  Yes, it is possible that 
he could have been 
alive, practicing law 
somewhere.    
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about the possibility of a court battle. In reality, neither side welcomes the incon-
venience, cost and unpredictability of a trial. The judge, too, wants a settlement. 
The civil courts are overwhelmed. 

 Attorneys for the losing side usually indicate an appeal will be fi led. Do not 
overplay these assertions, but when an appeal is fi led it can be a good story. 

 In civil cases, the defendant may ask the judge to dismiss the plaintiff ’s com-
plaint or cause of action. Make sure to use the word  dismiss,  not  acquit,  which 
is a criminal term and refers to a verdict after a full trial by either a judge or a 
jury. In either a civil or criminal case, after the matter is fi nally decided, the 
judge usually orders a  judgment  to be entered in favor of the party prevailing in 
the action.    

  Criminal Law 

  Whether it is night court where the sweepings of the city streets are gathered 
for misdemeanor charges, or a high-paneled district courtroom where a woman is 
on trial for the murder-for-hire of her wealthy husband, the criminal courts offer 
endless opportunities for coverage. 

 The assumption that underlies the criminal justice system is that an injury to 
the individual affects the general public. Crimes are therefore prosecuted in the 
name of the state as the representative of the people. 

 The public prosecutor, an elected offi cial, is usually known as the district attor-
ney, state’s attorney, county attorney or people’s attorney. In the federal system, 
the prosecutor, a presidential appointee, is called the United States attorney.  

   Criminal Court Process 
 The criminal court system goes into operation shortly after the arrest and con-

sists of pretrial and trial periods. 
 The pretrial period has four phases: arraignment, preliminary hearing, grand 

jury action and jury selection. Usually, these are accomplished in line with the 
constitutional provision: “In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the 
right to a speedy and public trial. . . .”        

  Arraignment 
 At arraignment, the defendant is told of the charges and of his or her right 

to an attorney and can enter a plea to the charge. If the defendant cannot afford 
a lawyer, the court assigns one. Arraignments are held in courts of original or 
least jurisdiction. These courts are empowered to try only misdemeanors and 
violations, such as gambling, prostitution, loitering and minor traffi c offenses. 
In a felony case, this lower court will determine bail. The prosecutor is present 
at arraignment, and she may decide to dismiss or lower the charge. If a felony 
charge is lowered to a misdemeanor, the case can be disposed of then and there. 

  O.J. Arraigned     
 LOS ANGELES—O.J. 

Simpson, looking dazed 
and haggard, pleaded not 
guilty at his arraignment 
Monday to charges that he 
murdered his ex-wife and a 
friend of hers.  

For most of the brief 
session, Simpson—who 
was dressed in a dark suit 
but without tie, belt or 
shoe-laces—stood with his 
head cocked to one side. 
He sighed deeply several 
times as he looked around 
the courtroom.    
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Chapter 21 The Courts 407

 The arraignment court, often called the criminal or city police court, acts like 
a fi ne-necked funnel, allowing only those felonies to pass through that the pros-
ecutor considers serious. Others are reduced to violations and misdemeanors and 
handled forthwith. 

 If the defendant pleads guilty to a misdemeanor, the court can sentence imme-
diately. If the defendant pleads guilty to a felony charge, the case is referred to a 
higher court. 

 If a plea of not guilty is entered to a misdemeanor, the judge can then conduct 
a trial or preliminary hearing. For felony not-guilty pleas, the case is referred 
to the appropriate court for a preliminary hearing. If the preliminary hearing is 
waived, the defendant is then bound over to the grand jury for action. Felonies 
are handled by courts that are variously called district, superior or circuit courts, 
depending on the state.    

       City and State Courts   
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408 Part Five Accidents to Education

  Checklist: Arraignments 

        ___Formal charge.  

     ___Plea.  

     ___Bail (higher, lower than requested; conditional release).  

     ___Behavior, statements of defendant.  

     ___Presentation, remarks of prosecutor, defense lawyer, judge.  

     ___Summary of crime.     

   Preliminary Hearing 
 At a preliminary hearing, determination is made whether there are reasonable 

grounds, or probable cause, to believe the accused committed the offense and 
whether there is suffi cient evidence for the case to be bound over to the grand jury. 
If the presiding judge considers the evidence insuffi cient, he or she can dismiss 
the charge. Also, bail can be increased, eliminated or reduced at the hearing. 

 The defendant has another opportunity to seek to have the charge lowered 
through plea bargaining at this point in the process. Some attorneys handling 
criminal cases prefer to have their clients plead guilty and receive probation or a 
light sentence rather than risk a trial and a lengthy sentence. 

 The prosecutor usually goes along with plea bargaining, but if the crime is 
serious, the defendant has a long record or the presiding judge is convinced there 
is reason to believe a serious crime was committed, the case will be sent to a 
grand jury to decide whether the defendant should be indicted. 

 Here is the beginning of a story of a preliminary hearing in the federal system: 

  BOSTON, Dec. 24—A Harvard Law 
School student, who allegedly enrolled 
under separate identities twice in the last 
seven years, was ordered yesterday bound 
over to a United States grand jury on 
charges that he had falsifi ed a federal stu-
dent loan application. . . . 

 United States Magistrate Peter Princi 
found probable cause yesterday that the 
student falsifi ed applications for $6,000 in 
federally insured loans, which helped to see 
him through 2½ years of law school. . . .   

  Grand Jury Action 
 Criminal defendants can be brought to trial in three ways, depending on the 

state. In half the states, a grand jury indicts. A jury of citizens, usually 23 (of 
which 16 make a quorum), decides whether the evidence is suffi cient for a trial on 
the charges brought. If 12 jurors so decide, an indictment, known as a  true bill,  is 
voted. If not, dismissal, known as a  no bill,  is voted. Only the state’s evidence is 
presented to the jury. 
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 In 20 states, the prosecutor fi les a charge called an  information  and a judge 
decides at a preliminary hearing at which witnesses testify whether there is cause 
for a trial. (See the marginal note  Ordered to Trial. ) In a few states, the prosecu-
tor fi les affi davits to support the charge and the judge decides whether to move 
to trial. 

 Here are leads to grand jury indictments, the fi rst by an Indiana state grand 
jury, the other by a federal grand jury: 

  Ordered to Trial     
 LOS ANGELES—Judge 

Kathleen Kennedy- Powell 
ruled today that O.J. 
Simpson must stand trial 
on murder charges.  

The six-day preliminary 
hearing featured the pre-
sentation of blood samples 
from the crime scene by 
the district attorney’s office. 
Simpson’s lawyers, who did 
little to tip their defense at 
the hearing, are expected 
to file a motion asking for 
dismissal of the charges 
because of lack of evidence.    

  Ordered to Trial     
 LOS ANGELES—Judge 

Kathleen Kennedy- Powell 
ruled today that O.J. 
Simpson must stand trial 
on murder charges.  

The six-day preliminary 
hearing featured the pre-
sentation of blood samples 
from the crime scene by 
the district attorney’s office. 
Simpson’s lawyers, who did 
little to tip their defense at 
the hearing, are expected 
to file a motion asking for 
dismissal of the charges 
because of lack of evidence.    

  INDIANAPOLIS—Former heavyweight 
champion Mike Tyson was indicted here 
today on a charge of raping an 18-year-old 
Miss Black America beauty pageant contes-
tant and on three other criminal counts. 

 OKLAHOMA CITY—Timothy J. 
McVeigh and Terry L. Nichols, former 
army buddies who shared a hatred for the 
government, were indicted by a federal 
grand jury today on charges of blowing 
up a federal building here in April with a 
rented truck packed with 4,800 pounds of 
homemade explosives.         

  Rearraignment 
 After the indictment, the defendant is again arraigned, this time before a judge 

empowered to try felony cases. If the defendant pleads not guilty, a date for trial 
is set and bail is set. For example: 

  INDIANAPOLIS—Mike Tyson  pleaded 
not guilty to charges he raped a beauty 
pageant contestant and was released on 
$30,000 bail. 

 In a 10-minute court appearance, Mar-
ion Superior Court Judge Patricia Gifford 

read Tyson the rape, criminal deviate con-
duct and confi nement charges against him. 
If found guilty on all those charges, Tyson 
could face up to 63 years in prison. A trial 
date of Jan. 27 was set.  

What Happens to the Defendant After Indictment
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 Plea bargaining continues at the rearraignment following grand jury indict-
ment. Felonies, which usually are classifi ed by degree—Class A, B, C, D and 
E—can be adjusted downward, a Class A felony moving down to a C or D, a 
Class C or D being negotiated down to a Class E felony or a misdemeanor.  

  Plea Bargaining 
 If every arrest were to be followed by a plea of not guilty and the accused 

granted the speedy trial promised by the Bill of Rights, the court system in every 
large city would collapse. The only way the courts can cope with the crush is to 
permit or to encourage arrangements whereby the defendant and the prosecutor 
agree that, in return for a lowered charge, the defendant will plead guilty. The na-
ture of the sentence is often explicitly promised by the judge as a condition to the 
defendant’s agreement to plead guilty. 

 Even serious crimes such as murder and rape are the subject of plea bargain-
ing. In New York City, three-fourths of all murder arrests are plea bargained, and 
in Philadelphia three-fi fths are plea bargained. In many major cities, nine of 10 
criminal cases result in plea bargains.       

  Interrupted Trial   Plea bargaining continues even as the criminal trial is under 
way. Here is the beginning of a court story that involves plea bargaining. It was 
written by Joseph P. Fried of  The New York Times:  

  Avoiding a Trial     
 LOS ANGELES—A 

former respiratory therapist 
who once confessed to 
killing more than 40 elderly 
hospital patients pleaded 
guilty to murdering six 
people in an agreement 
with prosecutors.  

Instead of engaging in 
what they said would prob-
ably be a long and costly 
trial, the district attorney’s 
office agreed to allow Efren 
Saldivar, 32, to enter guilty 
pleas that will lead to six 
consecutive sentences of 
life without parole.  

The victims, investiga-
tors found, were injected 
with a muscle relaxant that 
suppresses natural breath-
ing. At one time, Saldivar 
said he had killed “any-
where from 100 to 200” 
patients in various hospitals 
in which he had worked. 
He later recanted, but 
investigators found enough 
evidence to bring charges 
of 40 deaths.    
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  The last defendant in the St. John’s Uni-
versity sexual-assault case interrupted his 
trial yesterday to plead guilty to sharply 
reduced charges, then admitted he had done 
virtually everything he had originally been 
accused of. 

 The wrenching case came to an end in 
an emotional scene in a Queens courtroom 
in which a female spectator yelled out that 
the 22-year-old defendant was a “rapist” 
and his mother responded with screaming 
vituperation.  

 The plea bargain allowed the defendant, a student at the largest Roman Catho-
lic university in the country who was accused with fi ve others of what is known 
as acquaintance rape, to be given three years’ probation. They were accused of 
sodomizing the victim and sexually abusing her in other ways.          

  Offer Spurned   Sometimes the bargaining is unsuccessful. Here is the begin-
ning of a story from  The Humboldt  (Calif.)  Beacon  by Nancy Brands Ward: 

  Necessity     
“Today, the entire 

criminal justice system 
depends for its survival on 
plea bargaining. Last year, 
95 percent of criminal 
cases adjudicated in federal 
courts ended with pleas 
of guilty or no contest. To 
try even one quarter of 
all cases would mean five 
times as many trials, with 
a comparable increase in 
public expense.”   

 —George Fisher, 
Stanford Law School     
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 —George Fisher, 
Stanford Law School     

  EUREKA—The case of three Headwaters 
activists arrested in Rep. Frank Riggs’ Eureka 
offi ce on Oct. 16 moved one step closer to 
trial this week as attorneys failed to reach a 
deal on a plea bargain. 

 After Judge Marilyn Miles asked during 
a pretrial hearing Monday if the case could 
be settled short of going to court, Deputy 
District Attorney Andrew Isaac offered to 

let the three women plead guilty to trespass 
and resisting arrest. In exchange, vandalism 
charges would be dropped, though the pros-
ecution would reserve the right to bring them 
to the court’s attention during sentencing. 

 “It was no offer,” said Mark Harris, who 
represents Terri Slanetz, Jennifer Schneider 
and Lisa Sanderson-Fox, who’d locked them-
selves in Riggs’ offi ce in an October protest.    
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Chapter 21 The Courts 411

  Pretrial Motions 
 After the defendant has been formally accused, several kinds of motions can 

be fi led:      

    Motion to quash the indictment:  The defendant can challenge the legality 
of the indictment. If the motion to dismiss is granted, the indictment is quashed. 
The prosecutor can appeal the quashing. He or she also can draw up another 

•

  Motions Prepared     
 LOS ANGELES—Attorneys 

for O.J. Simpson are laying 
out a battery of motions to 
try to undermine the case 
against the former football 
star, Simpson’s lead attorney 
said in an interview today.    

Court Process for a Felony
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412 Part Five Accidents to Education

indictment if the grand jury again hands up a true bill, even if the fi rst has been 
quashed, because the constitutional protection against double jeopardy does not 
apply. 

    Motion for a bill of particulars:  When the defense attorney wants more 
details about the allegations against the accused, such a motion is fi led.  

   Motion to suppress the evidence:  Evidence shown to be seized or obtained 
illegally may not be used in the trial if the court grants such a motion.  

   Motion for a change of venue:  A defendant who believes he or she cannot 
receive a fair trial in the city or judicial area where the crime took place may ask 
that it be transferred elsewhere. Such motions also are fi led to avoid trials presided 
over by particular judges.       

  Jury Selection 

  When a case emerges from the pretrial process and has been set for trial, a jury 
is usually empaneled. (The accused may waive the right to jury trial, in which 
case the judge hears the evidence in what is called a  bench trial. ) 

 Jurors’ names are drawn from a wheel or jury box in which the names on a 
jury list were placed. The list is made up of names drawn from the tax rolls, vot-
ing lists, driver’s license fi les and so on. 

 Twelve jurors and several alternates are selected in a procedure during which 
the defense attorney and prosecutor are permitted to challenge the selection of 
jurors. There are two types of challenges:  peremptory,  when no reason need be 
given for wanting a person off the jury, and  for cause,  when a specifi c disquali-
fi cation must be demonstrated. The number of peremptory challenges allotted 
each side is set by statute, usually 10 per side. A judge can allow any number of 
challenges for cause.            

  Klansman’s Jury   In the case of a former Klansman accused of a 1963 church 
bombing in which four black girls died, federal prosecutors used their peremp-
tory challenges to remove 10 white men and 6 white women. The defense used 
12 of its 16 challenges to strike blacks. The prosecutors relied on the advice of a 
jury consultant who organized two focus groups and polled nearly 500 Birming-
ham area residents to fi nd out about attitudes toward racial issues and the church 
bombing 38 years before. 

 The jury took two hours to convict Thomas E. Blanton. It then sentenced him 
to life in prison. (The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that peremptory challenges 
cannot be used to exclude people from juries on the basis of sex or race.)  

  Selection a Key   “Most trials are won or lost in jury selection,” says Larry Sca-
lise, a trial lawyer. In the trial of a woman accused of murdering her abusive hus-
band, her lawyer said he concentrated on selecting a jury that was well-educated 
and sensitive to the victims of domestic violence. His client was acquitted. 

•

•

•

  Coverage by 
Twitter Updates     

    Ron Sylvester of  The 
Wichita Eagle  sends a stream 
of messages from the court-
room to the newspaper’s 
readers by Twitter.  

Here are some of his 
messages during jury selec-
tion prior to the trial of a 
man charged with murder-
ing a 14-year-old girl:  

Juror who just moved 
here: “I was in Lawrence 
and didn’t want to live there 
anymore.” Prosecutor: “As 
a K-State grad I can under-
stand that.”  

Prosecutor: “If you 
can’t listen to both sides, you 
shouldn’t be here.” Juror: 
“I’m ready to go right now.” 
Even the judge laughed.  

One juror forgot to 
turn off his cell phone. 
Ring tone: “Carry on My 
Wayward Son,” by Kansas 
(1976).  

As the trial neared its 
end, Sylvester sent these 
messages:  

Jurors gazed at Bur-
nett several times during 
closings. Then they left the 
courtroom to begin their 
deliberations (10:18 a.m.).  

The jury has 
announced it has reached 
a verdict. It should be 
announced in about 15 
minutes (12:44 p.m.).   

Theodore Burnett was 
found guilty of the contract 
murder. He was paid $500 
by the pregnant girl’s 
boyfriend who was worried 
he might be charged with 
statutory rape. The judge 
sentenced Burnett to life. 

•

•

•

•

•
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 Jury selection was a key factor in O.J. Simpson’s acquittal at his murder trial, 
court observers say. Through the use of surveys and focus groups, Simpson’s 
lawyers learned that black men were three times more likely than black women 
to believe Simpson was guilty and that the more educated black men and women 
also considered him guilty. 

 In focus groups, Simpson’s lawyers found, “Virtually every middle-aged 
 African- American woman supported Simpson and resented the murder victim 
(Nicole Simpson),” says Jeffrey Toobin, the author of  The Run of His Life: The 
People v. O.J. Simpson.  

 The criminal trial jury in the Simpson case included eight black women. The 
only whites were two women. In the civil trial that found Simpson liable for the 
deaths, there was not a single black juror. 

 “No one wanted to tell what I regard as the truth about the Simpson case— that 
race was always at the heart of it,” says Toobin.  

  Jury Consultants   Jury selection is so important that it has spawned an industry—
jury consultancy. Behavioral consultants advise attorneys how to select sympathetic 
jurors and how to use psychological techniques to persuade jurors. 

 Sometimes the advice works, as it did in the murder trial of O.J. Simpson. 
Sometimes not, as in the defense of Kenneth Lay, a major fi gure in the billion 
dollar collapse of the energy fi rm Enron. Lay’s consultant sent prospective jurors 
a questionnaire that included queries about their TV-viewing and radio-listening. 
Did they watch Bill O’Reilly, listen to Rush Limbaugh? Watch “Market Watch” 
and “Boston Legal”? 

 Lay was found guilty on 10 counts that included wire fraud, securities fraud, 
bank fraud and false statements.           

  Reporter’s Fare 
 A careful eye on jury selection will indicate the strategy of prosecutor and 

defense attorney. Does the defense attorney want women on the jury because he 
believes they will be sympathetic to the abused wife who shot her husband? Is 
the prosecutor asking questions about the television shows and movies the jury 
panelists watch? Does she prefer those who like westerns and police dramas? If 
so, what does that tell you? 

 We are ready to examine the procedure for trials, which the court reporter 
must master to do his or her job properly. But fi rst a suggestion from the dean of 
court reporters, Theo Wilson of the New York  Daily News:  “Take the reader into 
the courtroom with you.”    

  The Trial 

  A reporter cannot attend all the trials conducted in the courthouse that he or 
she covers. A reporter may sit through opening and closing statements and key 
testimony, but only the most celebrated cases are covered from opening statement 

  Jury Selection In 
Murder Trial     

Here’s how Jeff Eckhoff 
of  The Des Moines Register  
began his story about the 
start of jury selection in a 
murder trial:   

To his family and 
friends, Tam Minh Vu 
was a hardworking Des 
Moines newlywed who 
wanted to build a life for 
a new family.  

But he was just 
“some Chinese dude” to 
the young women who 
approached him outside 
a University Avenue 
convenience store in 
August.  

Court papers say 
Josette Williams and Por-
tia Allen, desperate for a 
car on Aug. 23, cajoled 
Vu, a native of Vietnam, 
into giving them a ride 
to the 1400 block of 
Laurel Street, where they 
ordered him out of his 
green Honda Accord, 
shot him in the abdomen 
and left him to stagger 
down the street.  

Now it’s left for 12 
Polk County jurors to 
decide what happened.  

Jury selection begins 
today in Williams’ first-
degree murder trial. The 
Des Moines woman faces 
life in prison if convicted of 
firing the fatal bullet. . . .    
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to verdict and sentence. Reporters cover most trials by checking with the court 
clerk, the prosecutor and the defense attorney. 

 Court transcripts are used in important trials if they can be obtained in time for 
broadcast or publication. A friendly court stenographer can quickly run off key 
testimony in an emergency.  

   Trial Process 
 The trial procedure follows this pattern:

  Opening Statements 

  Opening statements by prosecuting attorney and the defense attorney out-
line the state’s case and the defense or alibi of the defendant and give a general 
preview of the evidence. 

 “The opening statement is the single most important part of the trial,” says 
Joseph W. Cotchett, a Burlingame, Calif., lawyer. “This is the time you win your 
case. It’s the rule of primacy; the jurors hear the details of the case for the fi rst 
time. You give them the critical facts you’re going to prove.”            

  Direct Examination 

  The prosecution presents its case through testimony of witnesses and evi-
dence. At the end of the presentation, a judge can direct a verdict of acquittal if 
he or she fi nds that the state has not established what is called a  prima facie  case, 
failing to present suffi cient proof of the crime that is charged. The questioning by 
the prosecutor of his or her witness is called  direct examination.    

 In direct examination of the woman who accused Tyson of raping her, the 
prosecutor led her to describe the event after her introductory statement: “If I 
was a quitter I wouldn’t be here. I start what I fi nish,” she told the jury. Then she 
described in three and a half hours of testimony what had happened. She said, “I 
was terrifi ed. I was begging him, trying anything that would work. It just felt like 
someone was ripping me apart.” 

 The story in the  Daily News  began: 

1.

2.

  Spin Doctors 
And Hired Hands  

Big trials attract public 
attention, and lawyers and 
others associated with the 
trials are sought after for 
comments. Sharon Wax-
man described one such 
trial for   NYTimes.com:     

REDWOOD CITY, 
Calif.—There are two 
trials under way here over 
the killings of Laci Peter-
son and her unborn son.  

One is the quiet pro-
ceeding inside the four 
walls of the town court-
house run by Judge Alfred 
A. Delucchi. That trial is all 
but bereft of drama and 
hard to follow. . . .  

The other trial takes 
place in the hallways and 
on the esplanade in front 
of the courthouse, where 
a spin zone relentlessly 
churns before television 
cameras, which are barred 
from the courthouse itself. 
This one has drama and 
humor and pathos, played 
out breathlessly almost 
every day on Court TV and 
Fox News, on “Today” 
and “Larry King Live.”  

The spin masters 
Waxman is describing are 
mostly paid by television 
networks and programs 
for their commentaries. 
Another class of spin doc-
tors is connected with the 
trial itself. Unless forbid-
den by the judge, lawyers 
freely comment on the trial, 
obviously with speculation 
favorable to their side.  

The veteran court 
reporter for the AP, Linda 
Deutsch, says of those offer-
ing such insights: “It takes a 
careful eye to separate the 
spin from the substance.” 

  INDIANAPOLIS—Mike Tyson’s 18-
year-old accuser testifi ed yesterday that the 
former champ laughed while she wept in 
agony as he raped her in his hotel suite here 
last July. 

 “Don’t fi ght me,” Tyson growled men-
acingly during the attack as he grabbed 
her, pulled her clothing off and pinned her 

while she feebly pushed his heavyweight 
arms and back, she testifi ed. 

 “I was telling him, ‘Get off me, please 
stop.’ I didn’t know what to do,” the woman 
said, her almost childlike voice captivating 
the hushed courtroom as she recounted the 
incident.  

 The prosecution calls other witnesses to support the contention of its major 
witnesses. In the Tyson case, the prosecutor drew from Tyson’s chauffeur the 
statement that, when the woman left the hotel and returned to the limousine, 
“she looked like she may have been in a state of shock. Dazed. Disoriented. She 
seemed scared.” 
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  Cross-Examination by Defense 

  The defense attorney may cross-examine the state’s witnesses. 
 In a criminal defense trial, says Cornelius Pitts, a defense lawyer in Detroit, 

“relentless cross-examination is necessary. The objective is to prevent the pros-
ecution from winning and to do what you have to do to attack the complainant 
and the complainant’s witnesses to the extent their testimony is no longer credible 
to the jury.”   

3.

Witness to His Mother’s Murder

Here is the beginning of the story by Katherine 
L. Siemon and Eric Stringfellow of The Plain Dealer 
that accompanied this dramatic photograph by Nancy 
Stone:

Five-year-old DeVon Stapleton vividly remembers the 
night last spring when a stranger bludgeoned his mother 
to death while he watched from the back of a van.

Yesterday he spent about an hour trying to recount 
for a three-judge panel in Common Pleas Court what 
happened that night in April, how he and his mother 
tried to escape, and how he was left standing alone on 
a dark street corner after his mother was killed.

Barely tall enough to see over the witness stand and 
with a voice barely loud enough to be heard without a 

microphone, DeVon pointed to the man who is on trial 
for the death of Ruby Stapleton.

“There, he’s right there,” DeVon said, shaking his fi n-
ger at Reginald Jells when Assistant County Prosecutor 
Carmen Marino asked the boy if he saw the stranger in 
the courtroom.

Jells, 21, faces the death penalty for Stapleton’s kill-
ing last April 18. He also is charged with kidnapping and 
aggravated robbery. During opening arguments yes-
terday, Marino said Stapleton’s blood was found inside 
Jells’ van and a footprint matching Jells’ was found near 
the body.

(Jells’ death sentence was set aside by a federal court 
and a new trial ordered.) 

     Nancy Stone,  The Plain Dealer   
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416 Part Five Accidents to Education

  Redirect Examination 

  Redirect examination is permitted the prosecutor should he or she want 
to re-establish the credibility of evidence or testimony that the defense’s cross-
examination has threatened.   

  Motions 

  The defense may make a motion for a directed verdict of acquittal or of 
dismissal based on its contention the state did not prove its case.   

  Rebuttal 

  The defense may call witnesses to rebut the state’s case. The defendant may 
or may not be called, depending on the defense attorney’s strategy. The prosecu-
tor is not permitted to comment on the defendant’s failure to take the stand. 

 Tyson’s attorneys called beauty pageant contestants to testify that his accuser 
had fl irted with him and repeatedly talked about his money. Tyson did take the 
stand and under questioning by his attorney said he and his accuser had engaged 
in consensual sex. “No, she never told me to stop. She never said I was hurting 
her. She never said no. Nothing.”           

  Cross-Examination by Prosecutor 

  The prosecutor may cross-examine the defense witnesses. 
 In cross-examination of the contestants, the prosecution elicited testimony that 

the plaintiff was naive and “not streetwise” about a date with Tyson. Tyson also 
was cross-examined:   

4.

5.

6.

7.

  Strategies for Cross-
Examination     

“Great advocates intuit 
what will bother the wit-
ness and gnaw at it in their 
questions. They get the 
witness to speak without 
thinking, to contradict him-
self on small points. They 
move around the room, 
alter the rhythm of the 
questioning, change their 
volume and tone. They may 
be sarcastic one minute, 
then angry, then friendly. 
They switch topics often. 
The goal is always the 
same: To convince jurors 
that this is not the person 
they would trust with their 
car keys, much less rely on 
for a verdict.”   

 —Stephen Gillers, 
New York University 

School of Law     
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  INDIANAPOLIS—A visibly rattled and 
slightly peevish Mike Tyson, after an hour 
of intense cross-examination, left the stand 
yesterday having had some inconsistencies 
in his testimony high-lighted but with his 
basic story intact. 

 Attacking less with a sledgehammer than 
with a chisel, special prosecutor J. Gregory 

Garrison chipped away at Tyson’s testimony 
but refrained from grilling Tyson about 
precisely what went on in Room 606 of the 
Canterbury Hotel on the morning of July 19, 
when an 18-year-old beauty pageant contes-
tant says she was raped. 

 — New York Post   

  Redirect Examination by Defense 

  Should the state seem to weaken the defense’s case through its cross-
 examination, the defense may engage in redirect examination of its witnesses.   

  Rebuttals 

  Rebuttals are offered on both sides. Witnesses may be recalled. New rebut-
tal witnesses may be called, but new witnesses ordinarily cannot be presented 
without the judge’s permission after a side has rested its case.   

  Note:  At any time during the trial, the defense may move for a  mistrial,  
usually on the basis that some irregularity has made a fair verdict by the jury 

8.

9.

        Theater     
“I have always com-

pared big courtroom trials 
to great theater filled as 
those trials are with revela-
tions of human weakness 
and folly, with violence and 
sorrow and humor and pity 
and passion, all the more 
fascinating because these 
are real people, real life.”   

 —Theo Wilson     
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impossible. If the judge grants the motion, the jury is discharged and the trial is 
stopped. Because double jeopardy does not apply in such situations, the defen-
dant can be tried again. 

  Summations 

   The defense and the state offer closing arguments in which they summa-
rize the case for the jurors. These presentations, known as  summations,  provide 
reporters with considerable news. Attorneys sometimes make dramatic summa-
tions before the jury.   

          Charge to Jury 

   The judge charges or instructs jurors before they retire for deliberations. 
The judge may review the evidence, explain the law that should be applied to 
the facts of the case and explain the verdicts that can be reached. The jury must 
accept the judge’s explanation of the law but is the sole judge of the facts in 
the case.   

10.

11.

  Murder Jury  
 Jurors in the trial of a man accused of 

murdering a woman and her two daugh-
ters listen as the prosecutor makes his 
summation. The jury was sequestered 
for the trial that was widely covered 

because of the heinous nature of the 
crime and the dogged police work that 
resulted in the arrest of the accused 
murderer. The jury convicted him. 

          O.J.Simpson . . . 
Who’s He?  

Thirteen years after O.J. 
Simpson was found not 
guilty of murdering his ex-
wife and her friend, he was 
in a Las Vegas courtroom 
to hear a jury decide 
whether he was guilty of 
robbery and kidnapping.  

Unlike the media circus 
that accompanied his first 
trial, this one attracted 
little attention . . . and that 
was the theme of the story 
about the verdict.   

LAS VEGAS—By the 
time O.J. Simpson stood 
up in court late Friday to 
hear the spray of guilty 
verdicts on robbery and 
kidnapping charges that 
may send him to prison 
for the rest of his life, he 
was already so far from 
the heights of his fame 
and popularity that an 
entire generation was 
barely aware that he had 
ever been a football star.  

One measure of his 
downfall: few cared.  

Gone were the adoring 
fans who lined the streets 
of Los Angeles more 
than 14 years ago as Mr. 
Simpson, a Heisman Tro-
phy winner and National 
Football League of Fame 
inductee, led police on 
a slow-speed chase in a 
white Ford Bronco after 
they went to arrest him in 
the murders of his former 
wife, Nicole Brown Simp-
son, and her friend Ronald 
L. Goldman. . . . 

Maurice Rivenbark, St. Petersburg Times
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418 Part Five Accidents to Education

  Jury Deliberation 

   Jury deliberations may be short or extended. In important trials, the reporter 
may want to stay with the jury until deadline because verdicts make headlines. 
A jury may ask for further instructions on the law, or it may wish to review cer-
tain material from the trial. Stories can be written speculating on the meaning of 
lengthy deliberations or the questions the jury asks the judge.   

  Verdict 

   The verdict in a criminal trial must be unanimous—guilty or not guilty. 
If the jury reports it is deadlocked and has little chance of reaching a verdict, the 
judge declares a  mistrial  because of the  hung jury.  After a verdict of guilty, the 
defense may move to set aside the verdict or fi le a motion for a new trial. Such 
motions usually are denied, but the decision may be appealed. 

 After the jurors are discharged they are free to discuss their deliberations unless 
the judge gags the jury. In most states, the judge does not have that right. Follow-
ing major trials, the reporter will interview jurors about their deliberations.   

  Verdict Essentials   The specifi c charges on which the jury convicted, the length 
of the possible sentence(s), the time the jury deliberated and a summary of the 
trial must be included in the story. Here is how Jeff Eckhoff of  The Des Moines 
Register  began his story of the jury verdict in a murder trial: 

12.

13.

  Jossette Williams sat quietly Tues-
day, roughly 20 feet from the Vietnam-
ese woman she made a widow as 12 Polk 
County jurors sent her to prison for the rest 
of her life. 

 Williams, 23, blinked slowly as she 

was declared guilty of fi rst-degree murder 
for the Aug. 23, 2001, shooting of Tam 
Minh Vu. 

 Under Iowa law, the crime carries a 
mandatory penalty of life in prison without 
parole. . . .  

 In the case of an acquittal, the time of deliberation, the charge and the length 
of the trial usually go into the lead. In some cases, the makeup of the jury is con-
sidered relevant: 

  LOS ANGELES—O.J. Simpson was 
found not guilty of the murders of his ex-
wife and her friend after a year-long trial 
that attracted worldwide attention. 

 The jury of eight blacks, two whites and 
one Hispanic reached their verdict yester-
day after less than four hours of delibera-
tion. The verdict was announced today in 
Superior Court by Judge Lance Ito.  

  Sentence 

   The sentence may be pronounced immediately after the verdict or later, 
pending a probation report. State laws usually set ranges—minimum and maximum 

14.

  This Time It’s 
Prison for O.J.     

 Here’s an account of the 
sentencing of O.J. Simpson:  

 LAS VEGAS —A weary 
and beaten-looking O.J. 
Simpson was put away 
Friday for at least nine 
years—and perhaps the 
rest of his life—for an 
armed robbery in a hotel 
room, bringing a mea-
sure of satisfaction to 
those who believed the 
football star got away 
with murder more than a 
decade ago.  

The 61-year-old Hall 
of Famer listened stone-
faced, his wrists in shack-
ies, as District Judge 
Jackie Glass pronounced 
the sentence—33 years 
behind bars with eligibil-
ity for parole after less 
than a third of that.  “The 
evidence in this case was 
overwhelming,” Glass 
said. “Overwhelming.”    

  This Time It’s 
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 Here’s an account of the 
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The 61-year-old Hall 
of Famer listened stone-
faced, his wrists in shack-
ies, as District Judge 
Jackie Glass pronounced 
the sentence—33 years 
behind bars with eligibil-
ity for parole after less 
than a third of that.  “The 
evidence in this case was 
overwhelming,” Glass 
said. “Overwhelming.”    
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Chapter 21 The Courts 419

sentences—that may be imposed. Always include the probable time the defendant 
will serve.   

  Mayor to Prison     
The  Star Ledger ’s Web 

site and broadcast stations 
carried the news: Newark’s 
mayor is to go to prison. For 
the newspaper version, Jeff 
Whelan used a delayed lead:   

In decades spent in 
public service, Sharpe 
James collected an array 
of impressive titles, such 
as mayor, state senator 
and college professor.  

For about the next 
two years, he’ll be 
known as federal inmate 
No. 28791-050.  

James, the former 
Newark mayor, is sched-
uled to report to a federal 
prison in Petersburg, Va., 
on Monday to begin serv-
ing a 27-month sentence 
on corruption charges. . . .    

  Mayor to Prison     
The  Star Ledger ’s Web 
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carried the news: Newark’s 
mayor is to go to prison. For 
the newspaper version, Jeff 
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of impressive titles, such 
as mayor, state senator 
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known as federal inmate 
No. 28791-050.  
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Newark mayor, is sched-
uled to report to a federal 
prison in Petersburg, Va., 
on Monday to begin serv-
ing a 27-month sentence 
on corruption charges. . . .    

  INDIANAPOLIS, March 26—Mike 
Tyson, the former heavyweight champion 
who was convicted of rape last month, was 
sentenced to 10 years in prison today. But 
the judge suspended the last four years, 
meaning he will spend no more than six 
years behind bars. 

 In a rape case that has attracted world-
wide attention and prompted debate about 
sexual roles and racial attitudes in the 
criminal justice system, Mr. Tyson is likely 
to be freed in three years with time off for 
good behavior. 

 — The New York Times   

 Convictions on more than one count can lead to concurrent or consecutive 
sentences. A judge also may issue a suspended sentence, place the defendant on 
probation or levy a fi ne. 

 In some states, in trials involving the possibility of a death sentence, the jury 
decides the sentence following conviction, or a new jury is empaneled to decide.     

  Checklist: Criminal Trials 

  A story written at any one of the 14 stages outlined here should include the 
current developments and the following basic information:

      ___Formal charge.  

     ___Full identifi cation of defendant.  

     ___Circumstances surrounding criminal act.  

     ___Summary of preceding developments.  

     ___Likely next stage.      

  Sources 

  Private attorneys; prosecutor’s offi ce, which includes assistant prosecutors, in-
vestigators and bureau heads; legal aid attorneys; law clerks of the judges; clerks 
of the court; court stenographers; bailiffs and security guards; police offi cers; pro-
bation department; state parole offi ce; trial judges, many of whom like to chat 
with reporters. Clerks also can tip off reporters to important motions, hearings 
and trial dates. 

                  Look for Color, Strategy, Tactics 

  Material that gives the trial individuality may include the behavior of the de-
fendant or unusual testimony. Drama is enhanced by describing the setting, the 
reactions of spectators and the reactions of jurors. 

  The Full Story     
It’s not enough to give 

the sentence in the story. 
Tell the reader when the 
convicted person could be 
paroled. Except for sen-
tences that specify no parole 
is possible, most criminals 
are let out of jail long before 
their full sentences, even for 
murder. For example:   

He will be sentenced 
Feb. 6 to a mandatory 
life term with a possibility 
of parole after 9½ years.  

Also, some trials have 
broad consequences. When 
a former Bush White House 
aide was convicted of lying 
about his ties to a lobbyist, 
the reporter wrote that the 
verdict “created alarm on 
Capitol Hill” among “several 
Republican lawmakers. . . .”    
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420 Part Five Accidents to Education

 Stories about testimony can be dramatized by using the question-and-answer 
technique for crucial testimony:

    Q.  Can you identify the man you say attacked you?  

   A.   Yes, I can. He is sitting there, to your right at the other table where I’m 
pointing.    

 Material for the Q and A usually is taken from the court transcript to ensure 
accuracy. 

 Reporters understand the necessity of fi nding patterns of strategy and tactics 
during a trial. Every prosecutor has a plan, and every defense attorney keys his 
or her presentation to a theme. Each witness, every bit of evidence is presented 
with a purpose. The reporter’s job is to discover the design of each side in this 
adversary proceeding. Strategy and tactics shift, requiring the reporter to be alert 
during each day’s testimony. The reporter asks himself or herself: What is the 
purpose of this line of questioning, this witness, this piece of evidence? 

 This kind of coverage gives the reader, listener or viewer a sense of the move-
ment and direction of the trial. All other coverage is episodic.

             Appeals 

  Convictions and sentences can be appealed on the basis of errors such as prose-
cutors’ concealing evidence or improper actions by the presiding judge. Look back 
a few pages to the photo of a youngster testifying at the trial of a man charged with 
the murder of a child’s mother. Reginald Jells was sentenced to death. His lawyers 
appealed the death sentence and a federal appeals court agreed to a new sentenc-
ing procedure. Here is an account of the ruling that ran on a newspaper Web site: 

  Incarceration Rates     
 The United States has 

the highest incarceration 
rate in the world. Incarcera-
tion rates vary considerably 
by ethnicity: white, 481 per 
100,000 white popula-
tion; 1,259 Hispanic; 3,138 
black.  

The national incarcera-
tion rate is 483. The states 
with the  highest  rates are:  

      Delaware     798   
   Texas     709   
   Oklahoma     705   
   Alaska     618   
   Mississippi     579      

The states with the 
 lowest  rates are:  

      Maine     149   
   Massachusetts     161   
   New Hampshire     180   
   Minnesota     188   
   West Virginia     216          

  Incarceration Rates     
 The United States has 

the highest incarceration 
rate in the world. Incarcera-
tion rates vary considerably 
by ethnicity: white, 481 per 
100,000 white popula-
tion; 1,259 Hispanic; 3,138 
black.  

The national incarcera-
tion rate is 483. The states 
with the  highest  rates are:  

      Delaware     798   
   Texas     709   
   Oklahoma     705   
   Alaska     618   
   Mississippi     579      

The states with the 
 lowest  rates are:  

      Maine     149   
   Massachusetts     161   
   New Hampshire     180   
   Minnesota     188   
   West Virginia     216          

  CLEVELAND—A federal appeals 
court threw out the death sentence of a 
man convicted more than 20 years ago for 
kidnapping and bludgeoning a Cleveland 
woman while her 4-year-old son watched 
in horror. 

 In a split decision, a three-judge panel 
of the 6th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals 
decided Monday that lawyers for Reginald 
Jells poorly served their client during the 
penalty phase of his trial and that pros-
ecutors withheld 13 pieces of evidence that 
could have garnered Jells a sentence of life 
in prison instead of death. 

 Cuyahoga County prosecutors have 180 
days to start a new sentencing phase for 
Jells, who was convicted on kidnapping and 
aggravated murder charges for the death of 
Ruby Stapleton in 1987. 

 The decision represents a recurring 
issue emerging from cases prosecuted 
in Cuyahoga County during the 1980s. 
Several sentences have been overturned 
because prosecutors did not follow the 
rules of discovery, which require them to 
share with defense lawyers any evidence 
that could help a defendant.  
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Chapter 21 The Courts 421

          Stories About the System 

  Courthouse reporters are increasingly being asked to take an overview of their 
beats. Editors want stories about trends in the handling of criminal cases, how 
Supreme Court decisions affect the local judicial system, plea bargaining, new 
investigative techniques by the prosecutor’s offi ce, politics and the courts. Some 
editors want their reporters to do accountability pieces: Does the system work; 
are judges effi cient in clearing caseloads; are white-collar criminals being treated 
leniently; are sentences for drug possession too severe? 

 One of the most sensitive issues in setting crime control policy is pretrial 
detention. Denial of bail resulting in detention deprives the defendant, presumed 
not guilty, of freedom, limits his or her participation in preparing a defense and 
deprives the person of earnings. Pretrial release, however, makes it possible for 
the defendant to commit crimes or to fl ee.  

   Innocents Convicted 
 Journalists have been looking deeply into murder and rape cases. In some of 

them, reporters have found fl awed lab tests that led to convictions of innocent men 
and women. With the increased use of DNA testing, men and women convicted by 
eyewitness testimony have been freed. 

 Phoebe Zerwick of the  Winston-Salem Journal  spent months examining the 
case of Darryl Hunt, who had spent 18 years in prison for a rape-murder. In her 
research, she found “138 convicted murderers and rapists nationwide have been 
exonerated by DNA.” In the Hunt case, Zerwick’s intensive coverage uncovered 
documents Hunt’s defense lawyers were never given, judicial errors and a stub-
born refusal to consider another suspect, a man whose DNA, as it turned out, 
matched the semen sample taken from the victim. Finally, Hunt was freed: 

  Reality Check     
“We are a government 

of laws, but we are also a 
government of men and 
women. It makes all the 
difference which judge is 
deciding a case or issue. 
Our judges reflect their 
personal backgrounds, 
idiosyncrasies and biases. 
A Supreme Court justice 
with daughters active in 
the pro-choice movement is 
more likely to strike down 
antiabortion laws than a 
justice with a fundamental-
ist religious upbringing. 
A judge who has been a 
private attorney for insur-
ance companies may be less 
sympathetic to an injured 
worker than a judge with 
a labor union background. 
A judge who has lived all 
his life in an homogeneous 
small town is likely to be 
less understanding of those 
who oppose the establish-
ment of religion.”   

 —Alan M. Dershowitz     
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a labor union background. 
A judge who has lived all 
his life in an homogeneous 
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 —Alan M. Dershowitz     

  Darryl Hunt walked out of the Forsyth 
County Jail before noon yesterday. 

 It was a defi ning moment in a complex 
murder case—the 1984 rape and stabbing 
death of Deborah Sykes—that for nearly 
20 years has divided Winston-Salem along 
racial lines and cast doubt on the local jus-
tice system. 

 “It feels great . . . to fi nally be free and 
vindicated,” Hunt said on the jail steps as 
television cameras crowded to get a good 
shot of him. “I don’t think there’s words to 
express how I feel.” . . .  

 

  Elected Judges 
 In 39 states, judicial candidates must run for offi ce or run to retain their posts. 

Many of these races have become costly. In Ohio, the race for two Supreme Court 
seats cost $9 million, and elections in Michigan for three Supreme Court seats 
cost the candidates $16 million. 
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 Good judges have come out of the political system. Some of the great justices 
on the Supreme Court of the United States owed their appointments to political 
considerations. The reporter who examines the system of election and appoint-
ment to the bench must be careful not to predict performance. 

           The Grand Jury 

  The grand jury may initiate investigations as well as act on charges brought 
by a prosecutor. It can look into the administration of public institutions and the 
conduct of local and state offi cials and investigate crime. In some states, grand 
juries must be empaneled to make periodic examinations of specifi c state institu-
tions and offi cial bodies. 

 Special grand juries can be appointed to look into matters such as mistreat-
ment of patients in a state hospital or a tie-in between the police vice squad and 
organized crime. The district attorney or the attorney general’s offi ce directs the 
inquiry, although the governor may appoint a special prosecutor to direct the 
investigation. 

 When a grand jury initiates action on its own and hands up a report on offenses, 
the report is known as a  presentment.  A presentment may be a statement of the 
jury’s fi ndings or it can charge a person with a crime. 

 Grand jury deliberations are secret and any publication of the discussions is 
treated severely by the courts. However, reporters are free to write about the 
area of investigation, and witnesses can talk to the press about their testimony in 
most states. Reporters often will try to learn who is testifying by stationing them-
selves near the jury room. Knowing the identity of witnesses, reporters are free to 
speculate. But the morality of publishing the names of witnesses is questionable 
because the grand jury may question witnesses not directly involved in wrong-
doing, and even those under suspicion are not to be considered guilty. 

1

 When I sat on the bench I always wondered about any 
reporter I saw in my courtroom. Often I knew that the 
reporter had no idea what I was doing, what the judicial 
system was about, what the language being used in the 
courtroom meant, and what rights were being protected 
and advanced through the legal system. Rarely do reporters 
have any expertise in the law; the vast majority come from 
journalism or liberal arts schools, not law schools. Cover-
ing “cops and courts” is usually an entry-level position at 
newspapers and is subject to general-assignment reporting 
at television stations. Trained court reporters are a dying 
breed. Turnover is high. 

          Danger: Reporter in the Courtroom 

 As a result of this ignorance of the system, the public 
usually gets superfi cial and inaccurate reporting on the judi-
cial process. Reporters often portray the judiciary merely as 
an extension of the prosecutors and police, and commonly 
overemphasize the day-to-day proceedings of the court 
without looking at the entirety of the judicial system. Court 
reporting is therefore often inaccurate, sensational, over-
simplifi ed, distorted, and routine. 

  —Thomas S. Hodson   

  Supreme Court 
Rebukes Judge     

 WASHINGTON —A 
West Virginia judge who 
won election with signifi-
cant contributions from a 
coal company CEO and 
then cast a vote to overturn 
a $50 million jury verdict 
against the company should 
have withdrawn from the 
case, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled Monday.  

By a 5–4 vote, the 
justices said West Virginia 
Supreme Court Justice 
Brent Benjamin violated 
constitutional due process 
of law when he voted in 
the dispute after being 
asked to take himself out 
because of a conflict of 
interest.   

— USA Today     

(The judge had received 
$3 million in a campaign 
donation from the coal 
company.)
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 One way reporters have learned about witnesses is by watching for motions 
to dismiss subpoenas issued to require witnesses to appear before the grand jury. 
Such motions are usually part of the public record and thereby provide the reporter 
with a document that can be reported. 

 In covering grand jury matters, as any pretrial proceeding, the danger is that 
publicity may harm innocent people or impair a defendant’s right to a fair trial. 
Several verdicts have been reversed because of newspaper and broadcast cover-
age. The reporter must balance the right of the individual with the public’s need to 
know what its offi cial bodies are doing. Once the grand jury takes formal action, 
its work can be reported and jurors interviewed.   

  Time Out for a Good Laugh 

  Court coverage is usually serious, often high tension. But courtrooms some-
times ring with laughter. Attorneys do crack jokes, judges deign to comment sar-
castically on cases and witnesses unwittingly provide laughs:

    • A reporter heard this aside in a South Dakota federal district court from a man 
charged with theft of livestock when the jury returned a not-guilty verdict: 
“Does this mean I get to keep the cows?”  

  In his summation before a state district court in the Midwest, the lawyer for a 
man charged with armed robbery pleaded, “I ask you, ladies and gentlemen of 
the jury, to give the defendant your best shot.”  

  When a Minnesota county court judge was asked to perform a marriage for 
two men, the judge turned to one of them and asked, “Which one of you has 
the menstrual cycle?” 
 “Not me,” said one of the men. “I got a Harley-Davidson.”  

  The judge in a New York case looked at the divorcing couple and announced, 
“I am going to give Mrs. Sheldon $3,000 a month.” 
 “Great,” her husband said. “And I’ll toss in a few bucks myself.”    

 These exchanges occurred in courtrooms:

  I 

   Q.   Doctor, isn’t it true that when a person dies in his sleep, he doesn’t know 
about it until the next morning?  

   A.  Did you actually pass the bar exam?   

  II 

   Q.  What gear were you in at the moment of impact?  

   A.  Gucci sweats and Reeboks.  

•

•

•
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 III 

   Q.   What was the fi rst thing your husband said to you when he woke up that 
morning?  

   A.  He said, “Where am I, Cathy?”  

   Q.  And why did that upset you?  

   A.  My name is Susan.       

   Further Reading 

 Alexander, S.L.  Covering the Courts: A Handbook for Journalists.  
Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1998. 

 Chiason, Lloyd Jr., ed.  The Press on Trial: Crimes and Trials as Media 
Events.  Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1997.  

A study of 16 major criminal trials from the 1735 trial of colo-
nial printer Peter Zenger through the trials of John Brown, Lizzie 
Borden and Bruno Hauptmann to the O.J. Simpson murder trial and 
how they refl ected the concept of justice at the time of the trials. 

 Conover, Ted.  Newjack: Guarding Sing Sing.  New York: Random 
House, 2002.  

When Conover’s request to follow a new Sing Sing prison offi -
cer was denied, he applied for the job himself at the state’s maxi-
mum lockup, where he spent a year as a guard. Conover also has 
done extensive Live Ins with illegal immigrants and hoboes, both 
leading to books. 

 Toobin, Jeffrey.  The Run of His Life: The People v. O.J. Simpson.  New 
York: Random House, 1996.  

———.  The Nine.  New York: Doubleday, 2007.  
Based on confi dential interviews with Supreme Court justices 

and more than 75 of their law clerks, Toobin offers what one 
reviewer described as an “injudicious account” of how justice is 
made. Toobin, the CNN senior legal analyst and a staff writer for 
 The New Yorker,  focuses on personalities, much of the time without 
attribution, such as his assigning to Justice Sandra Day O’Connor 
this description of George W. Bush as “arrogant, lawless, incompe-
tent and extreme.”   
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   Preview 
 The most heavily read section of the newspaper after 

local and entertainment news is sports news. Television 
coverage draws millions of viewers. The nation is made up 
of fans, many of them experts on the sports they follow. 

 The sports reporter handles: 

  Game stories:  Coverage requires the score, key plays 
and players, effect of the game on standings, turning 
point of the game and postgame interviews. 
  Profi les:  Personality stories on new players, athletes 
having outstanding seasons, game stars. 
  Illegal and improper activities:  Payoffs to college 
players, drug use, academic violations by coaches and 
schools, penalties to colleges.  

•

•

•

 When Susan V. Hands went to her fi rst job to cover sports for  The Char-
lotte Observer,  she was anxious to investigate the growth of participant 
sports and to promote the development of women’s athletics. Hands quickly 
shifted gears. 

 “I learned that people buy the morning paper to fi nd out what happened 
in last night’s football or basketball game. And our readers would be angry 
if, instead of fi nding the highlights and statistics of yesterday’s North Carolina 
State basketball game, there was an investigative piece on the lack of  athletic 
training available to girls in Charlotte high schools,” she says. 

 Readers want to read about the game. They want to savor the important 
plays again, despite having seen some of them twice—once as they unfolded 
on TV and once again, courtesy of instant replay. Fans also want to know 
what goes on off the court and the fi eld. “We take you behind the scenes,” 
says Mark Mulvoy, the publisher of  Sports Illustrated,  whose circulation of 
3 million is said to reach 18 million men and 5 million women for each issue. 

 Rallying the troops. 

Dave Kline

Don’t root. Report.
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 The appetite for sports is voracious. The Super Bowl draws more than 
150 million viewers, and advertisers line up to spend millions of dollars for 
a commercial. The Associated Press assigns 100 writers to cover sports, and 
they send out more than 150,000 words a day plus statistics—enough to 
fi ll 20 pages of an eight-column newspaper. The local sports staffs of most 
newspapers are larger than business, education and municipal government 
staffs combined. 

 Sports is so pervasive that the language and personalities of sports have 
become part of our common vocabulary and metaphor. We say of someone 
who has failed in an enterprise that he “struck out.” When someone does a 
great job, we say he “hit a home run.” 

 Public interest in games goes back a long way, and just about every cul-
ture and country has a history of sports. In modern times, Hearst and Pulitzer 
recognized the interest in sports when they waged their circulation battles a 
hundred years ago. But the plunge into sports mania, historians say, began 
with a boxing match in 1926.  

   The Fight That Did It 

  When the Manassa Mauler, Jack Dempsey, met the erudite Gene Tunney for 
the heavyweight championship, the nation—and parts of the world—stood still. 
Publishers who had paid sports scant attention now found that “it is impossible 
to print too much,” reported Will Owen Jones, the editor of the  Nebraska State 
Journal.  Jones had been asked by the American Society of Newspaper Editors to 
look into the “national obsession for sporting intelligence” because serious editors 
were alarmed by the interest in what they considered entertainment. 

 Seven hundred reporters covered the fi ght. They dispatched 2 million words 
to an enthralled public, says Bruce J. Evensen of DePaul University in his 
article in the  Journalism Quarterly,  “ ‘Cave Man’ Meets ‘Student Champion’: 
Sports Page Storytelling for a Nervous Generation During America’s Jazz Age.” 
Evensen writes, “Press coverage of the Dempsey–Tunney 1926 title fi ght sig-
naled the arrival of the modern sports page as a major player in the struggle for 
circulation.”  

   The Long Count   Tunney won that match, dethroning the mighty Dempsey 
who had reigned as champion for seven years. The rematch the following year 
generated even more print, and it is still discussed on the sports pages. In the 
seventh round, Dempsey knocked Tunney down. But the referee did not begin 
to count over the downed new champ, because Dempsey failed to go to a neutral 
corner. Sportswriter Roger Kahn says that Tunney was on the canvas for a full 
18 seconds. Later, when Tunney fl oored Dempsey with a sharp right hand to 
the jaw, the referee began the 10-count immediately, not pressing Tunney to go 
to a corner of the ring. Dempsey was counted out in what Kahn says was eight 
seconds. Kahn says there was much talk at the time of the interest of the mob in 
fi nding a referee. 

   Michael Jordan’s 
Last Basket   

Considered by sports-
writers to be the greatest 
basketball player of all time, 
the Chicago Bulls player was 
described by a writer: “The 
ease of his game makes the 
rest of the players, all of 
them stars in college, look 
rough, somehow-clumsy, a 
step slow.” 

 Mark Welsh,  Daily Herald   
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 To test prospective hires, some sports editors ask the applicants: “What’s the 
‘long count?” Those who answer, “Dempsey–Tunney, 1927” get the job.              

  Game Coverage 

  All aspects of sports interest fans, but the most pressing question they want an-
swered is “Who won?” Radio and television answer that question quickly enough 
for most games. Still, fans want to know more—how the key play came about, 
why the star failed in the clutch, what the coach thinks of the team’s performance. 
Fans will read about the game, already knowing the score, if the reporter can give 
them insights about the game. 

 Most game stories focus on a key player, a pivotal play, a change in the stand-
ings or a record set in the game.  

   Featurizing the Game Story 
 The Auburn Tigers were ranked No. 2 in the nation when they took the fi eld 

against Arkansas in a nationally televised football game. Arkansas had been humil-
iated by Southern California 50-14 and ranked at the bottom of Division 1-A teams 
in several categories. But Arkansas thoroughly outplayed Auburn to win 27-10, an 
upset well-known to fans when sportswriters sat down to write the game story. 

 Here’s how one writer began his account of the game: 

  The Auburn football team, ranked No. 2 in the nation, 
was considered a well-oiled scoring machine. But in its game 
against underdog Arkansas, the gears failed to engage. 
Auburn stumbled, faltered and failed to function. 

 Arkansas looked nothing like the team that had been 
trounced by Southern California 50-14 and that ranked last 
among 119 Division 1-A teams in time of possession. This 
time, the Razorbacks held the ball almost 32 minutes and 
outplayed the Tigers in a 23-10 rout.  

  Postgame Interviews   It was a disheartening loss before a home crowd on 
senior night, and Jennifer Smith refl ected the Kentucky fans’ disappointment 
in her story about the southeast conference basketball game for the  Lexington 
Herald-Leader.  Smith understood that her readers would know the score—
Georgia’s women’s team had defeated Kentucky 61-57. 

 Why? How? These were the questions Smith wanted answered in her postgame 
interviews with the coaches and with Kentucky’s star player Carly Ormerod. 

 Kentucky coach Matthew Mitchell on Ormerod: 

  It’s so sad to see a player fi ghting that hard and give that kind of effort and 
everybody else just kind of sleepwalking through the game. . . . Our team really 
went into a shell offensively and was looking around for people to do it. We never 
seemed to have a lot of pep and energy tonight, which is just incredible. . . . They 
had a player in Ashley Houts who would not let them lose.  

Oblivious
 Red Grange, one of 

football’s greatest players, 
was taken to the White 
House by a senator from 
Illinois to meet President 
Calvin Coolidge. “Mr. Presi-
dent,” the senator began, 
“may I present Red Grange 
of the Chicago Bears.” The 
president replied, “How 
do you do, Mr. Grange. 
I am indeed delighted to 
meet you. I’ve always liked 
animal acts.” 
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“may I present Red Grange 
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   Turning Point   
The end-zone catch, 

the successful goal-line 
stand, the last-second 
missed three-point attempt, 
the ninth-inning double 
play—these turning points 
in the game usually are 
the highlights of the game 
story. 

  Joel Sartore,  
The Wichita Eagle-Beacon  
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 Georgia coach Andy Landers on Houts, who made nine of ten free throws: 

  She’s been money throughout her career. Defensively, we did what we wanted 
to do with the inside players and the outside players.  

 Carly Ormerod on the loss: 

  We needed to win this game and we didn’t make it happen in the fi rst half, and 
that’s where we lost the game. We’ve got to learn to start playing 40 minutes.  

 See  Serena Wins  in  NRW Plus  for how a reporter handled a tennis match that 
most fans had seen on TV.       

  Checklist: Games 

       ___ Result: fi nal score, names of teams, type of sport (if necessary, explain 
that it is high school, college, professional); league (NFL, AFC, Ivy 
League, Western Conference).  

    ___Where and when game took place.  

    ___Turning point of game; winning play; key strategy.  

    ___Outstanding players.  

    ___Effect on standings, rankings, individual records.  

    ___ Scoring; details of important baskets, goals, runs, etc.; summaries of others.  

    ___Streaks, records involved, by team or player.  

    ___Postgame comments.  

    ___External factors: weather, spectators.  

    ___Size of crowd.  

    ___Injuries and subsequent condition of athletes.  

    ___Statistics.  

    ___Duration of game when relevant.     

   Game Details 
 Unless a game is exciting or important, sportswriter Ron Rapoport says he 

tends not to include much detail. 
 “Usually a couple of paragraphs are enough to sum up the key plays. I prefer 

to use the space to concentrate on one or two or three of the most interesting 
things that happened and to tell what the players involved or the manager thought 
about them. 

 “Often, a game story will be built around somebody who had a large effect—
positive or negative—on the outcome,” Rapoport says. “It is almost mandatory 

     Behind the Photo  
 Photographers as well 

as reporters go beyond 
the score to search for the 
human element.  

Erik Daily, whose photo 
of the batboy consoling the 
Little Leaguer is one of the 
photos on the Part 5 picture 
page, says:  

As the game 
wound down, it was 
clear that Central 
was going to lose. 
So I started to watch 
the bench. After the 
shortstop struck out, 
the batboy went 
over to console him.  

Shooting sports 
is not just getting 
good action shots, 
it’s more about look-
ing for the emotions 
that tell the story.    
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that we hear from this key player and, though there are some spontaneous talkers 
who begin at the sight of a notebook, it is almost always better to have a ques-
tion in mind. This sounds simple enough, but often takes some thought. The right 
question will often do wonders. 

 “I also like to listen to what’s being said by the players—not to reporters—but 
to each other. They often have funny conversations when they’ve won, sympa-
thetic ones when they’ve lost. Good dialogue can dress up a story.” 

 For more advice on how to prepare for game coverage and how to keep statis-
tics, see  Coverage Preparation  and  Keeping Statistics  in  NRW Plus.       

  Expanded Coverage 

  Sports reporters do more than cover games. They handle labor negotiations, 
the commercialization and sometimes corruption of intercollegiate athletics, the 
off-fi eld and off-court activities of athletes and their personal lives. Sports editors 
want enterprise, investigative stories: Is fan support strong or waning? What’s the 
role of player agents? Who goes out for lacrosse, wrestling, fencing? 

 Are sports-conscious parents pressing their children too hard? (A TV docu-
mentary reported that 70 percent of youngsters who are pushed into sports burn 
out by age 13 and that fewer than 1 percent of high school athletes qualify for any 
sort of college scholarship.)      

  Parents Spend   Despite the discouraging data, parents are spending money—
some as much as $5,000 a year—on their children’s athletic activities. Starting 
at age 4, children are being sent to private sports schools, given personal trainers 
and placed with teams that travel for games. 

 Parents can order for $135 a test called Smart which determines their young-
sters’ potential in 38 sports. They can also hire National Scouting Report for 
a promising young athlete. The company will market the youngster’s skills to 
colleges. Also in the marketing package, a highlight video of the athlete on the 
fi eld and a personal Web site with photos, sports page clippings and a bio. Cost: 
$2,300. 

 The camps for these youngsters, the experiences they have, their parents’ 
concerns . . . all these make for stories that break up the endless game reporting. 
They can also tell us something about parental priorities.     

  Personal Lives 

  At one time, what athletes did off the fi eld was their business, even if it af-
fected their play. No one tried to fi nd out why Hank Thompson played third base 
so strangely for the New York Giants. “I had always supposed it was simply 
Thompson’s way to scoop up a grounder along with the bag and whatever bits of 
grass and gravel were in the area and hurl the entire package across the diamond, 
leaving the fi rst baseman to sort it out as best he could,” said Peter Andrews of the 
days he covered the team. 

Tiger’s Unwanted 
News Coverage

This was no run-of-the-
mill fender bender: Tiger 
Woods had backed his 
Cadillac Escalade into a tree 
and a fire hydrant outside 
his home around 2:30 a.m. 
Police found him on the 
ground, unconscious, his 
wife at his side with a golf 
club in her hand.

 Woods, golf’s golden 
boy, the only billionaire 
athlete, Mr. Squeaky-Clean, 
said there would be no 
comment on the incident. A 
suspicious media descended 
on Woods’ home in the 
exclusive gated community 
Windermere.

 Within hours, stories 
circulated of a domestic 
spat. The National Enquirer 
reported it had located 
a mistress. A magazine 
reported “multiple affairs.” 

 Less than a week after 
his early-morning smashup, 
Woods issued an apology 
that led broadcasts and 
made headlines: “I have 
let my family down and I 
regret those transgressions 
with all my heart.”
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430 Part Five Accidents to Education

 Today, he would fi nd out and probably report that Thompson often played 
third base drunk. 

 Alan Robinson, an AP sportswriter, says, “We’re people writing about people 
instead of people writing about heroes. That’s healthy.”  

   Athletes as Models 
 Michael Jordan is considered by many sportswriters to be the greatest of all 

basketball players. With that came close scrutiny of his successes and failures off 
the court as well as on. Asked about his refusal to endorse an African-American 
candidate for the U.S. Senate from his home state of North Carolina who was 
running against a candidate with a deeply conservative stance on race relations, 
Jordan replied, “Republicans buy shoes, too.” As the major sports fi gure for Nike, 
Jordan also never spoke out when it was disclosed that Nike exploited its workers 
in foreign countries. 

 A sports columnist wrote of athletes in general, though he obviously had 
Jordan in mind, “The times have produced a remarkable chemical reaction in 
some players; it has fattened their wallets and bankrupted their wits.” 

  A Different Score    Sports Illustrated  checked on the extracurricular activities 
of players in the National Basketball Association and came up with the report 
that many NBA players have fathered illegitimate children, one with seven by six 
different women. Another player has fi ve illegitimate children to add to the two 
by his wife. 

 The detailed disclosure named several players on its “NBA All-Paternity 
Team.” They include Patrick Ewing, Juwan Howard, Shawn Kemp, Jason Kidd, 
Stephon Marbury, Hakeem Olajuwon, Gary Payton and Scottie Pippen. Kemp, 
who paid $6,000 a month for each of his seven children, was said by some sports-
writers to have fathered more than the seven. Travis Henry, a former Buffalo Bills 
and Denver Broncos running back, has eleven children by ten different mothers. 
He fathered a child in high school, two in college. His payments run to $170,000 
a year. Some of the mothers who have gone to court to force child support pay-
ments said Henry squandered millions on cars and jewelry. He described some of 
the women as “out for blood.” 

 Henry’s lawyer said, “Some of these athletes are so used to their own fame, they 
cannot believe a judge or anyone would criticize them or hold them to the same 
standards as average people. They are usually surrounded by yes men who will 
not tell them what they do not want to hear, like they are being a bad father.” 

 One of the major basketball agents said, “I’d say there might be more kids 
out of wedlock than there are players in the NBA.” He said he spends more time 
“dealing with paternity claims than negotiating contracts,”  Sports Illustrated  
reported. 

 Fans do not take kindly to negative stories about their favorite players. For 
their reactions, see  Outraged Fans,   NRW Plus.    

 Fans prefer the brighter side of sports, and there are plenty of stories about 
athletes’ overcoming adversity.  

     Covering Ali  
 The veteran sports-

writer Robert Lipsyte says 
many sports reporters 
would not write about 
some of Muhammad Ali’s 
antics. “They figured it 
would deny them access if 
they did,” he says.  

Lipsyte adds, “A lot of 
athletes tend to be ordinary 
people with extraordinary 
skills. He was an extraor-
dinary person. He was 
beautiful. He was a genius 
at what he was.”  

But he says. “He’s not 
really being covered. He’s 
being beatified. Access is 
carefully given.”    
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     Quiz  
 Which sports events 

require the largest sports-
writing team the AP sends 
out? The Olympics. But 
for annual events, it is the 
Indianapolis 500. The wire 
service stations men and 
women in the infield hos-
pital, garages, the crow’s 
nest, the pits and in the 
stands.    
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  A Dream Realized   Jerry Tipton of the  Herald-Leader  in Lexington, Ky., wrote 
a moving profi le of George Adams, a University of Kentucky tailback, from inter-
views with the football player and his friends and family. Tipton begins: 

  When Ruth Adams, mother of nine, sits 
in the living room of her Lexington home, 
she can look at nine photographs of her 
children. Five of them are of her younger 
son, George. 

 “The others get on me for having so 
much about George,” she said. “I love them 
all, the grandchildren, too. But George has 
a special place.”  

 Tipton develops his story slowly, and the picture that emerges is of a family 
with many diffi culties. Adams’ father drank. A brother and a sister have served 
time in jail. Another son, the mother said, is “in trouble.” 

     The Dumb Athlete 
Stereotype  

 “Contrary to popular 
impressions, intelligence 
and athletic ability may be 
slightly correlated in the 
population as a whole,” 
says Robert H. Frank, a Cor-
nell University economist. 
But the stereotype of the 
“dumb athlete” may have 
some grounding in reality, 
he writes in  The New York 
Times.   

“. . . varsity athletes 
at any given university are 
actually less intelligent than 
their classmates since many 
were admitted primarily on 
the strength of their athletic 
skills, not because of their 
academic achievements,” 
Frank says. The stereo-
type, then, results from 
the “choices others make 
about them than from any 
innate differences in mental 
ability.”    
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  “George never gave me no kind of trou-
ble,” she said, breaking a long pause. “He 
always brought good things home from 
school. He made me happy.” 

 When others caused so much trouble, 
why didn’t George? 

 “He saw so much pain in his mother’s 
eyes,” said Donnie Harville, who coached 
Adams in basketball at Lafayette High. 
“And he decided he wouldn’t make his 
mother suffer more.”  

 Tipton delves into the family’s problems: 

  Adams can remember seeing his father 
walking unsteadily down a street. The son 
would cross to the other side to avoid a 
face-to-face meeting. . . . 

 “When I was young, it hurt a lot,” 
Adams said. “I mean a whole lot. I told 
myself I’m not going to be like that.”  

 Adams had a dream. “If I can play pro football, the fi rst thing I want to do with 
my fi rst contract is buy my mother a house,” he told Tipton. 

 Adams was selected in the fi rst round of the professional football draft. He 
signed a four-year contract for $1.5 million, and he did buy a house for his 
mother.  

  Little Leaguers   A stroll over to the local baseball fi elds some weekend to 
watch the youngsters playing Little League baseball can pay off with interesting 
features. So can recollections of Little League graduates in the major leagues. 

 “I still remember it like it was yesterday,” Paul O’Neill, a New York Yankee 
outfi elder, told a reporter about his Little League days in Columbus, Ohio. “I 
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432 Part Five Accidents to Education

pitched the championship game and struck out a kid named Darren Waugh to end 
it. I remember every detail. The games then meant as much to you as these games 
do now. And you got to go to Dairy Queen afterward.” 

 Looking back on a career with more strikeouts than any pitcher and more 
no-hit games, Nolan Ryan told Alan Schwarz of  The New York Times  his happiest 
memories of baseball were playing Little League in Alvin, Texas. “We played for 
the love of the game and the camaraderie. Little League was the fi rst opportunity 
for children in Alvin to get involved in any organized activity. It was one of the 
biggest events in our lives,” Ryan said.     

  The Beat 

  In addition to covering games, the sports reporter attends sports banquets, 
drops by the pro shops at the golf and tennis courts, chats with the unsung athletes 
on the high school swimming, wrestling and track teams. The high school and 
college athletes who may go through a season never playing before more than a 
handful of spectators make for good stories. Not many readers understand why 
a youngster will run 10 to 20 miles a day to prepare for a cross-country meet, 
what it is like to engage in a noncontact sport in which the only adversary is the 
athlete’s own mind and body. The runners, the javelin throwers, the swimmers, the 
gymnasts, the fencers and the wrestlers should not be overwhelmed by the glut of 
basketball and football coverage.   

  Sports Writing 

  Some of the best as well as some of the worst writing appears on the sports 
pages and is heard on sports broadcasts and telecasts. Perhaps it is the excitement 
of confl ict that encourages these extremes. A team wins; a team loses. An athlete 
overcomes adversity; an athlete fails miserably when he or she is called on. 

 Consider this gem by John Updike about the last at-bat of the Boston Red Sox 
outfi elder, Ted Williams. Williams, one of the greatest hitters in baseball, had 
done the unbelievable: He hit a home run: 

     Tough Beat  
 Professional basketball 

writers say theirs is the 
most grueling of all sports 
beats. Covering games 
in so many cities requires 
frequent travel, sometimes 
coast-to-coast twice in a 
week. “I take care of my 
body as if I were a player,” 
says David DuPree of  USA 
Today.  “I don’t drink or 
smoke.” Jackie MacMullan 
of  The Boston Globe  says 
she works out daily on road 
trips.    
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coast-to-coast twice in a 
week. “I take care of my 
body as if I were a player,” 
says David DuPree of  USA 
Today.  “I don’t drink or 
smoke.” Jackie MacMullan 
of  The Boston Globe  says 
she works out daily on road 
trips.    

  Tomorrow’s Major 
Leaguers 

 R.L. Chambers  

  Though we thumped, wept, and chanted 
“We want Ted” for minutes after he hid 
in the dugout, he did not come back. Our 
noise for some seconds passed beyond 
excitement into a kind of immense open 
anguish, a wailing, a cry to be saved. But 

immortality is not transferable. The papers 
said that other players, and even the 
umpires on the fi eld, begged him to come 
out and acknowledge us in some way, but 
he never had and did not now. God does 
not answer letters.  

 When the New York Yankees were winning pennant after pennant and Mickey 
Mantle was the home-run king, Jim Murray of the  Los Angeles Times  wrote, 
“Rooting for the New York Yankees is like rooting for U.S. Steel.” 
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 Sportswriters are particularly susceptible to words that have been used so 
often they were tossed in the wastebasket of the better writers years ago. When 
Stanley Woodward was a sports editor, he came across a baseball game story in 
which a batter had  belted  a game-winning home run. Woodward tore off his belt 
and swung it around the sportswriter’s desk. “You ever see a guy hit a ball out of 
the park with one of these?” he shouted.  

   Let ’em Talk 
 The experts on sports are the athletes themselves, and listening to them talk 

about their trade leads to good stories. The material can come in a locker room 
chat or a more formal interview. 

 In a piece about Billy Williams, a Chicago Cubs outfi elder for many years and 
later its batting coach, Frederick C. Klein of  The Wall Street Journal  quotes him 
on hitting: 

  “You hear fans saying that this star or 
that one was a ‘natural,’ but 99 percent of 
the time they’re wrong. Sure, you gotta 
have ability, but you also gotta work, and 
every good hitter I knew worked hard to get 
that way. You have to practice your swing 
all the time, just like a golf pro. And if you 
think golf ’s hard, try it sometime with a 
guy throwing the ball at you.”  

 One of the best places to listen to athletes, and to ask talk-inducing questions, 
is the locker room. 

 “Right after a game when you’re talking with athletes . . . that’s when they’re 
at their most vulnerable, and that’s when you get the most out of a player,” says 
Suzyn Waldman, a broadcaster who covers the New York Yankees. She says, 
“Sports is fl esh and blood, people and stories, and so much humanity.” 

  Enduring Quotes   Some of the best lines of sportswriters are not of their mak-
ing. All they have done is to quote their sources: 

  A North Carolina State basketball player explaining why he was nervous at 
practice: “My sister’s expecting a baby and I don’t know whether I’m going to be 
an aunt or an uncle.” 

 Shaquille O’Neal, after returning from Greece, was asked whether he had seen 
the Parthenon. His answer: “I really can’t remember the names of the clubs we 
went to.” 

 A Florida State football coach to his players: “You guys line up alphabetically 
by height.” 

 Joe Theismann, former football player, then sports announcer: “Nobody in 
football should be called a genius. A genius is a guy like Norman Einstein.” 

     Bonds or Bacsik?  
 After Barry Bonds of the 

San Francisco Giants hit his 
756th home run, breaking 
Hank Aaron’s long-standing 
record, reporters naturally 
interviewed him.  

But the words that 
struck them and were 
played prominently in 
their stories came from 
the Washington Nationals 
pitcher Mike Bacsik, whose 
fast ball Bonds sent soaring 
into the night air.  

Bacsik, a 29-year-old 
with a mediocre record, 
said:  

 I put my head down 
for a second. But I’m still 
alive. I always dreamed 
about this as a kid, but 
when I dreamed of it, I 
thought I would be the 
one hitting the home 
run. But if I didn’t give up 
this home run, nobody 
would remember me. 
I’m part of history.     
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     Correction  
 The quotation attributed 

to a Florida State football 
coach was said first by 
baseball manager Casey 
Stengel, reports Matthew 
R. Butts, a journalism 
student at the University of 
Nebraska, Lincoln.

For more of Stengel’s 
quotes, see www.casey
stegel.com/quotes_by.htm.      
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434 Part Five Accidents to Education

 Steve Spurrier, when University of Florida football coach, after hearing that a 
fi re at Auburn’s football dormitory had destroyed 20 books: “The real tragedy is 
that 15 of them hadn’t been colored yet.” 

 A Texas A&M basketball coach to one of his players who had received a D and 
four F’s: “Son, looks to me like you’re spending too much time on one subject.” 

 George Rogers, New Orleans Saints running back on the coming season: “I 
want to rush for 1,000 or 1,500 yards, whichever comes fi rst.” 

 University of Houston receiver on his coach: “He treats us like men. He lets us 
wear earrings.” 

 Chicago Blackhawks forward explaining why he has a color photo of himself 
on his locker: “That’s so when I forget how to spell my name, I can still fi nd my 
clothes.” 

 University of Pittsburgh basketball player: I’m going to graduate on time, no 
matter how long it takes.”    

  The Losers 
 Pete Hamill, a veteran journalist, wrote these lines to introduce his comments 

on a book about a baseball pitcher in the twilight of his career:           

Goodbye
 Dick Young of the  Daily 

News  in New York took a 
strong personal approach 
to his coverage. When the 
Brooklyn Dodgers owner 
Walter O’Malley decided 
to move the team to Los 
Angeles in 1957, Young 
wrote in his column the 
following farewell:  

This is called an obit, 
which is short for obituary. 
An obit tells of a person 
who has died, how he lived, 
and of those who live after 
him. This is the obit on the 
Brooklyn Dodgers.  

Preliminary diagnosis 
indicates that the cause 
of death was an acute 
case of greed, followed 
by severe political implica-
tions . . . and, now, Walter 
O’Malley leaves Brooklyn 
a rich man and a despised 
man. 
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  All good sports reporters know that the 
best stories are in the loser’s locker room. 
Winners are bores—assuming a false mod-
esty or performing a winner’s strut while 
thanking their mothers, their agents or 
God. Losers are more like the rest of us. 
They make mistakes that they can’t take 

back. They are imperfect when perfection 
is demanded, and thus suffer the some-
times permanent stain of humiliation. If 
organized sports teach any lessons about 
life, the most important is about accepting 
defeat with grace.   

  Straight Talk Best 
 Good writing means retaining the colorful language of sports, not falling into 

the homogeneous prose that infects too much of newspaper and television writing. 
Russell Baker, a columnist on  The New York Times  editorial page and a die-hard 
sports fan, bemoaned the decline of baseball talk that, he wrote, once “crackled 
with terseness, vibrancy and metaphor.” 

 Baker had heard a television sportscaster say, “Ryan has good velocity and 
excellent location.” He meant, Baker wrote, that “Ryan is throwing very fast and 
putting the ball where he wants to.” 

  Great Lines   Sportswriters have written some memorable lines, such as this 
one about a midwestern quarterback who was a wizard on the fi eld, a dunce in 
the classroom: “He could do anything with a football but autograph it.” (The 
line came back to some sportswriters when they wrote about a football player 
at UCLA who was arrested for killing his drug dealer. The player, it turned 
out, could not read—the product of the win-at-any-price philosophy of big-
time sports.) 

 Red Smith was a master writer. Of a notorious spitball pitcher, he wrote that 
“papers needed three columns for his pitching record: won, lost and relative 

     Who Won?  
 When keen observation 

and a knowledge of the 
sport join writing ability the 
result can be memorable, as 
is this lead by boxing writer 
Jack Cuddy who sent this 
bulletin from ringside to the 
United Press:  

NEW YORK (UP)—
 Jersey Joe Walcott, the 
ancient dancing master 
from Camden, N.J., gave 
Joe Louis a 15-round 
boxing lesson tonight but 
the officials gave the fight 
and the title to Joe Louis.    
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humidity.” Look at this lead he wrote about Buck Leonard, a black fi rst baseman 
whose career ended before baseball was integrated: 

  Wearing a store suit, horn-rimmed 
glasses, and a smile that could light up 
Yankee Stadium, a sunny gentleman of 64 
revisited his past yesterday and recalled 
what it was like to be the black Lou Gehrig 
on a food allowance of 60 cents a day.  

 The last few words chill an otherwise warm recollection. They sum up a period 
of American life in a phrase.  

  Dizzy and Yogi   The stilted writing of some reporters makes a sports fan long 
for Dizzy Dean, the St. Louis Cardinals pitcher and later a sports announcer 
who was known for his picturesque language. Once he was struck on the toe 
while pitching and a doctor examined him on the mound. “This toe is frac-
tured,” the doctor said. To which Dean replied, “Fractured hell. The damn 
thing’s broken.” 

     Nonarguable  
 In 1931 when Babe 

Ruth was negotiating for a 
salary significantly greater 
than what President Her-
bert Hoover was earning, 
the Yankees balked. Ruth 
responded, “I had a better 
year than he did.”    

     Nonarguable  
 In 1931 when Babe 

Ruth was negotiating for a 
salary significantly greater 
than what President Her-
bert Hoover was earning, 
the Yankees balked. Ruth 
responded, “I had a better 
year than he did.”    

   Defeated Warrior   
This is one of the most 

famous of all sports pho-
tographs. It shows not a 
winner but a loser, a quar-
terback tackled behind his 
goal line, and in his daze 
comes the realization that 
his career is about over. 
This photograph by Morris 
Berman of New York Giants 
quarterback Y.A. Tittle 
was almost tossed out by 
Berman’s editors at the 
 Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  
because it depicted a player 
on the losing team instead 
of a winning play or players.  

This photo is one of 
the three photographs 
that hang in the lobby of 
the headquarters of the 
National Press Photogra-
phers Association in Dur-
ham, N.C. The others are Joe 
Rosenthal’s fl ag-raising at 
Iwo Jima (see Chapter 13) 
and the burning dirigible 
 Hindenburg  as it attempted 
to dock in New Jersey.  
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436 Part Five Accidents to Education

 Sportswriters carry stories such as the Dizzy Dean incident in their hip 
pockets. They also have a collection of Yogi Berra’s comments handy for use 
when appropriate:

    • It’s not over ’til it’s over.  

   • It gets late early at Yankee Stadium.  

   • That place is too crowded; nobody goes there anymore.  

   • Ninety percent of baseball is half-mental.  

   • It’s déjà vu all over again.  

   • When you come to a fork in the road, take it.  

   • If people don’t want to come out to the ballpark, nobody’s 
going to stop them.  

   • Slump? I ain’t in no slump. I just ain’t hitting.    

 Did Berra, former catcher for the New York Yankees and manager of a couple 
of major league teams, really say that, or are they creations of baseball writers 
who needed to brighten their copy? No one is talking.   

  Anecdotes 
 Sportswriters are insatiable collectors of anecdotes they tuck away for use at 

the appropriate moment. 
 When an imaginative boxing promoter was trying to schedule a match 

between Muhammad Ali, who had made a friendly visit to Arab countries, and 
Mike Rossman, who carried the nicknames the Jewish Bomber and the Kosher 
Butcher, James Tuite of  The New York Times  recalled in his story a similar ethnic 
promotion. Years before, Irish Eddy Kelly and Benny Leonard, a Jewish fi ghter, 
were in the ring. Leonard was battering Kelly. Finally, in a clinch, Kelly whis-
pered to Leonard, “Hub rachmones. [Yiddish for “take pity.”] I’m really Bernie 
Schwartz.” 

 Rossman, Tuite pointed out, was born Mike DePuano and took to wearing 
the Star of David on his trunks along with his new name to help sell tickets. The 
Ali–Rossman match was laughed out of the ring by pieces such as Tuite’s. 

 When Reggie Jackson was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame, sportswrit-
ers trundled out a battery of anecdotes about Jackson, who once referred to “the 
magnitude of me,” and told a sportswriter, “The only reason I don’t like playing 
in the World Series is I can’t watch myself play.” 

 He bragged to fellow players that he had an IQ of 160, to which Mickey Rivers, 
a Yankee teammate, replied, “You don’t even know how to spell IQ.” 

 Rivers was a man of plain talk and said to Jackson one day as Jackson—whose 
full name is Reginald Martinez Jackson—was rattling on about his greatness: 
“You got a white man’s fi rst name, a Puerto Rican’s middle name and a black 
man’s last name. No wonder you’re so screwed up.”           

     Classic  
 At an Old Timers Day 

at Yankee Stadium, the 
names of baseball players 
who had died were flashed 
on the scoreboard. Looking 
up, Berra remarked, “Boy, 
I hope I never see my name 
up there.”    
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     Pleased Packer  
 In his book  Instant 

Replay  about the fabled 
Green Bay Packers teams 
under Coach Vince 
Lombardi, the author, 
Dick Schapp, says that 
the team’s fullback Jimmy 
Taylor spent four years 
in college “unscarred by 
education.” Lombardi and 
fans were outraged. As for 
Taylor, Schapp said, “I was 
told that he liked it when it 
was read to him.”    
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  Myth Exploded   The story is one of baseball’s most often told—of how the 
New York Giants came from way behind to snatch the National League pen-
nant from the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1951 with a game-winning, pennant-winning 
home run by Bobby Thomson. It was, legend says, “the shot heard round the 
world.” Some say it was the greatest baseball game ever played. 

 The story lasted decades, its undoing the result of digging reporting by Joshua 
Harris Prager of  The Wall Street Journal.  

 “I was talking to a friend,” Prager says, “and he mentioned hearing a rumor 
that the Giants were stealing the Dodgers signs.” (These are the hand signals a 
catcher sends out to the pitcher’s mound telling the pitcher what kind of delivery 
to make.) His friend said he didn’t believe it. But Prager decided to check the 
story and interviewed all 21 living members of the 1951 Giants. 

 “I was surprised so many didn’t want to talk about it,” Prager said. “Many of 
them were not happy I was doing it.” Thomson broke down and cried. Some were 
furious. But some, Prager said, “wanted to talk about it.” 

 Prager even located the telescope that was used in center fi eld to spy on the 
catcher’s signals. And he tracked down the family of the electrician who set up 
the buzzer system to relay the stolen signals to the Giants dugout, where they 
were sent out to Thomson at the plate.     

  Reporting Is the Key 

  As Yogi Berra put it, “You can see a lot just by observing.” And that’s the basis 
of good sportswriting, of all journalism, for that matter. 

 The game trophy may seem to go to the writers of the trade. But that’s a super-
fi cial assessment. Roger Angell, who covers baseball for  The New Yorker  and is 
called the laureate of the sport because of the high quality of his writing, calls 
himself a journalist, a working reporter. 

 He says that his reporting, his insistence on using carefully observed details in 
his writing, gives his work authenticity. He also knows his trade. He knows, for 
example, whom to interview. 

 Pick the wrong player, Angell says, and you get clichés. 
 The reporters who spend time on their beats know who the right players are, 

and they realize that, no matter how much they think they know about the sports 
they cover, there is always an insightful athlete who can add to their understand-
ing. They seek out these players.      

  Sportscasters   Bob Costas, considered one of the best sports broadcasters in 
the business, sees a decline in his trade, the result of bad reporting. Most sports 
broadcasting, he says, is “bland shilling and repetition of clichés—not just cli-
chéd expressions but clichéd takes on situations—broadcasting without any ele-
ment of journalism or a fresh eye.” 

 The essence of sports broadcasting, he says, is solid reporting of the sport and 
the event.  

Consolation
 As he left the field after 

surrendering Thomson’s 
home run, Ralph Branca 
met a Jesuit priest. “Why 
me, father?” he asked the 
priest, who replied, “God 
chose you, Ralph, because 
he knew you’d be strong 
enough to bear this cross.” 
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     Don’t Guess: 
Check It Out  

 Sports fans have bot-
tomless memories, and woe 
to the reporter who makes 
a mistake. Case in point:  

In a review of cheating 
in sports, a  New York Times  
reporter wrote, “Bobby 
Johnson’s ‘shot heard 
‘round the world. . . .”  

The telephone calls 
began minutes after the 
newspaper hit newsstands, 
and the letters continued 
for days.    
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     Heroes?  
 Stanley Woodward, the 

sports editor of  The New 
York Herald Tribune,  would 
explode when he read 
copy that put athletes on a 
pedestal.  

“Will you please stop 
godding up these ball play-
ers,” he told his staff.  

Not much has changed: 
“The trial has been delayed 
for baseball hero Bobby 
Bonds,” reports CNN.    
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  Be Prepared   Sportswriters develop many of their best stories by chatting with 
athletes. These may seem to an outsider to be spontaneous, but behind the report-
er’s chit-chat is sports savvy. Listen to Ira Berkow, a  New York Times  reporter 
who has covered every major sport and sports fi gure: 

  Try to say something positive without being overly fl attering. But it helps to be 
prepared. I wanted to ask a veteran pitcher something. “Congratulations on a good 
season,” I said. “I’m having a horseshit season,” he replied. I had to gather myself 
for a second. I said, “Hey, look, you’re in the major leagues. Any season is a good 
one.”      

  Starting Out 

  Many sports reporters learn the basics covering high school sports. Cathy 
Henkel, sports editor of  The Seattle Times,  began her career covering high school 
football games for  The Register-Guard  in Eugene, Ore. 

 “It was the best start I could have gotten,” she says. 
 Some aspiring sportswriters begin in high school as stringers for local and 

regional newspapers and stations. Then they go on to cover college sports. Sam 
Smith, who covers the Chicago Bulls for the  Chicago Tribune,  was an accounting 
major at Pace College in New York. He liked sports and decided to cover it for 
the college weekly newspaper, the  Pace Press.  

 The newspaper adviser spotted Smith’s talent and suggested he add journalism 
to his studies. He did, found it a close fi t with his interests and abilities and sold 
his accounting textbooks. 

 To the young reporter who can quote the pass completion records of the quar-
terbacks in the National Football League, being assigned to cover a high school 
football game may seem a letdown, if not a putdown. Not so.  

   High School Sports 
 A veteran sports reporter remarked that despite the attraction of professional 

football, major league baseball and skilled professional basketball players, local 
high school sports remains a dominant factor in many cities. “An American may 
not be too familiar with the workings of his city hall, but he knows his high school 
football team lineup.” 

 A journalism instructor with years of reporting experience was astonished one 
Friday night early in his job at a midwestern state university to hear roars in the 
distance. They were persistent and advanced on him like a tidal wave. Concerned, 
he asked a neighbor what was going on. 

 “That’s the Tigers game,” he was told. The local high school football team 
was playing a team from the western part of the state. The instructor learned that 
some of the high school games outdrew the university’s games.  

  Don’t Push 
 Young sportswriters sometimes try too hard. They push the language, reach too 

hard for words and phrases. When this happens, the result is sawdust and shavings. 

     Win-At-Any-Cost 
Culture Deadly  

 The UPI reported:
“Several high-profile 

NFL careers—and probably 
hundreds of careers from 
players not as famous—
have been shortened 
because of concussions 
suffered during collisions 
between football players 
and severe falls on the field.

“Recent studies show 
that even players on lower 
levels—high school age 
and younger—could be 
affected. And the cumula-
tive effect of years of such 
hits can be debilitating.”

Despite the possibility of 
dementia and early death, 
reporters found the NFL cul-
ture to be pervasive. A foot-
ball player at Tustin High 
School in California said, 
“It’s our mentality toward 
football—you put the team 
first. I’d keep playing.”

His coach said, “They 
shouldn’t do it. I’ve told 
them not to do it, but it 
takes a lot of maturity to 
put your health ahead of 
the team. If I was playing in 
the game tonight and got a 
concussion, I don’t think I’d 
tell anyone either.”    
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 Direct, slender, purposive prose fl ows naturally from the event. Sports has the 
built-in essentials of drama—confl ict, leading characters, dramatic resolution. 
There are enough incidents and examples to highlight the event, anecdotes that 
illustrate the situation; high-quality quotations that reveal the nature of the indi-
vidual and the event. 

 Good sports writing is not confi ned to the big newspapers covering major 
teams. Jack Schlottman of  The Globe-Times  of Bethlehem, Pa., learned just 
before game time that the coach of a high school football team had benched 22 
of his players for the season-ending traditional game with an intracity rival. The 
players had been told to go directly to their homeroom, not to stop for breakfast 
the morning of the game. Instead, they stopped off at a restaurant and started a 
food fi ght that led to a disturbance. 

 After the game that night, which the team with the benched players lost 43-0, 
Schlottman interviewed the coach, whose comment ended the piece: 

 “I’m still in the boy business and I hurt some boys tonight,” the coach said. 
“Hopefully, I made some men.”  

  Imitate, Then Innovate 
 Red Smith said that his goal as he developed his craft was to purify and clarify 

his writing. “I have sought to become simpler, straighter and purer in my handling 
of the language,” he said. “When I was very young I knowingly and unashamedly 
imitated others. 

 “But slowly, by what process I have no idea, your own writing tends to crys-
tallize, to take shape. Yet you have learned from all these guys and they are 
somehow incorporated into your own style. Pretty soon you’re not imitating any 
longer.” 

 In talking about his writing, Smith would recall the words of his teacher at 
Notre Dame, John Michael Cooney, who taught journalism in a basement room 
of the library. Cooney told his students he wanted clear sentences, “so defi nite 
they would cast a shadow.” 

 The secret of Smith’s writing is twofold—simplicity and good reporting. “The 
essential thing,” Smith said, “is to report the facts.”  

  Learn and Keep Learning 
 Because many fans are experts in the sports they follow, sports reporters have 

to know as much as and probably more than their viewers or readers. Preparation 
is the key, and this includes mastering the elements of the sport being covered 
and its details. It means knowing the sports’ history as well as the strengths and 
weaknesses of current athletes. 

 Baseball reporters know the names Willie Mays and Lou Gehrig, Jackie 
Robinson and Larry Doby. Basketball reporters know about Bob Cousy and 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Football reporters know Bart Starr, Vince Lombardi 
and Joe Montana. They can place Sandy Koufax, Hank Aaron, Joe Louis, 
Dale Earnhardt, Billie Jean King, Bobby Jones, Jesse Owens, Wilma Rudolph, 
Whirlaway and Eddie Arcaro without having to resort to reference books. 

     All-Star Steroid Story  
 Baseball players, 

cyclists, track stars, rugby 
players . . . the list goes on 
of athletes enmeshed in 
drug scandals.  

The highest-paid player 
in baseball, Yankee third-
baseman Alex Rodri-
guez, admitted using 
 performance- enhancing 
drugs from 2001 to 2003. 
The home-run king Barry 
Bonds was the subject of 
years of drug investigation.  

She was billed as 
“the fastest woman on 
earth, and arguably the 
best female athlete in 
the world” after she won 
three gold and two bronze 
medals in the 2000 Sydney 
Olympic Games. But Marion 
Jones had to surrender her 
medals before she served a 
six-month prison term for 
lying to federal prosecu-
tors investigating the use 
of performance-enhancing 
substances.    
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     Specifics  
 “Always look for some-

thing to make your story 
more colorful. Don’t just 
say someone made a diving 
catch. Describe the dive. 
Describe the winning hit. 
Did it hit the wall? Did it roll 
into the left-field corner? 
Did that line drive knock off 
the shortstop’s glove?”  

— AP     
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  Breaking the Barriers   Some of these athletes established records. Gehrig, 
known as the Iron Man of baseball, held the record for playing in consecutive 
games until it was broken by Cal Ripken. Vince Lombardi was the greatest pro-
fessional football coach of his time, leading the Green Bay Packers to spectacular 
successes. Whirlaway was one of the few horses to win the Kentucky Derby, the 
Preakness and the Belmont Stakes, horse racing’s greatest triumph, the Triple 
Crown. 

 Jackie Robinson and Larry Doby set records of a different kind. They 
broke the race barriers in baseball, Robinson in the National League, Doby 
in the American League. See  Breaking the Barriers  in  NRW Plus  for their 
stories and how women established themselves as sports reporters despite 
opposition.    

  Dark Past   Sports reporters know the history of their sports. One of the “defi n-
ing events in the history of athletics,” as sportswriter Gerald Eskenazi describes 
the victory in 1966 of the all-black Texas Western College in the NCAA bas-
ketball championship tourney, is recounted in  Glory Road  by the team’s coach, 
Don Haskins. Texas Western’s opponent—the all-white University of Kentucky 
team—was coached by Adolph Rupp. The Texas victory, Eskenazi says, is “remi-
niscent of the moment Jackie Robinson fi rst wore his Brooklyn Dodgers uniform, 
or the day Joe Louis knocked out Max Schmeling.”  

  Golf Barrier   When Annika Sorenstam, a star in golf ’s LPGA Tour, decided to 
challenge the men at a PGA Tour event, some male golfers welcomed her. But 
many told her to stay away. David Feherty, the CBS golf announcer, was unhappy 
with Sorenstam’s cool reception. “There are so few willing to be gentlemen about 
this,” he said. “She doesn’t have to prove anything to me. She’s the best woman 
ever to have played. To have the guts to play the men and to endure this mean-
spirited stuff, God Almighty, it’s petty stuff.”  

     Go Ahead  
 Some coaches warn 

their players not to talk to 
the press. Not basketball 
coach Gary Williams, who 
says, “College basketball 
players are going to meet 
a lot of weirdos in the real 
world, so why not let them 
talk to the press?”    
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     Barrier Breaker  
 Haskins said, “I just 

played my five best players. 
In my mind, kids were kids, 
and I had some that could 
play.  

“I didn’t really know 
until after the game and I 
got bushels full of hate mail 
how important that game 
was.”    
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 Red Smith was always helpful to young writers. When a 
college student sent Smith columns he had written for his 
school newspaper, Smith replied: 

  When I was a cub in Milwaukee I had a city editor 
who’d stroll over and read across a guy’s shoulder when 
he was writing a lead. Sometimes he would approve and 
sometimes say gently, “Try again,” and walk away. 

 My best advice is, try again. And then again. If you’re 
for this racket, and not many really are, then you’ve got an 
eternity of sweat and tears ahead. I don’t mean just you; I 
mean anybody.  

  Advice from a Pro: Try Again, and Again 

 Charles McCabe of the  San Francisco Chronicle  wrote a 
column shortly after Smith’s death in which he said: 

  Red was nearly always the last man to leave the press 
room. Like Westbrook Pegler, he was a bleeder. I well 
remember him at the Olympic Games in Squaw Valley. 
When everyone else left and was up at the bar, Red sat 
sweating, piles of rejected leads surrounding him. He 
hadn’t really even started his story yet. But when the lead 
came he wrote fl uently and always met his deadline.  

 Smith once remarked, “The English language, if handled 
with respect, scarcely ever poisoned the user.”  
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  A Day at the Races   When they aren’t sure of a new fi eld they are assigned 
to, journalists do their homework. Andrea Sachs, a journalism student, learned 
how to learn when she was assigned to interview a jockey at a racetrack. Sachs 
had never seen a horse race. A city girl, she said, “I didn’t know the difference 
between a horse and a goat.” 

 But she learned fast. To follow Sachs as she went about doing homework and 
then doing her interview, see  Quick Learner,   NRW Plus.        

  Two Developments 

  As sports attracted more and more fans, two aspects emerged that concern the 
sportswriter. One is the tug of partisanship, the pressure by fans on the journalist 
to become a rooter as well as a reporter. The other is the role of money in sports 
and its pervasive and sometimes corrupting infl uence.  

   Partisanship 
 Sports reporters by and large are closer to the teams and the players that they 

cover than other beat reporters are to their sources. Out of this relationship there 
are positive and negative consequences, says Rapoport. 

 “If you are around a group of people a lot you are going to learn a great deal 
about them and this can only help your reporting,” he says. “The fl ip side of this, of 
course, is that familiarity breeds both admiration and contempt. Some sports per-
sonalities are delightful human beings; others are selfi sh creeps. Yet you cannot—
must not—play favorites in your coverage even while you are expressing your 
opinion. Likewise, the team must not become ‘we.’ You must guard against letting 
your prejudices show.” 

  Distance Best   The sportswriter Jimmy Cannon wrote, “Sportswriting has sur-
vived because of the guys who don’t cheer.” He was friendly with some of the 
players whose teams he covered but never a cheerleader. 

 Red Barber, radio’s great baseball announcer, described the Brooklyn Dodgers 
in his warm southern drawl with affection, but it was no greater than his feeling 
for the Giants or Cubs. His love was for the game, not the team. 

 His calling the game impartially probably cost Barber his job when baseball 
coverage on television came under the control of team owners.  

  Costs of Independence   Many athletes are accustomed to being idolized, but 
when “the media want to show some perspective about sports or get behind 
something more important than who won or lost, the athletes generally dislike 
them,” says former pitcher Jim Bouton. “Generally speaking, athletes dislike the 
media in direct proportion to the extent that reporters exercise their journalistic 
responsibilities.” 

 Some sportswriters have been such “homers”—rooters for the home teams—
that they have ignored or downplayed NCAA violations, criminal acts by athletes 
and the mockery of sportsmanship. 

   Fans Cheer, Reporters 
Observe  

  Bob Thayer,  
The Journal Bulletin  
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 A former basketball coach at Clemson says sports reporters must have known 
of the corruption and sleaziness in collegiate sports. “When I say, ‘What’s going 
on?’ and you reply, ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see anything,’ that’s a lie. You see 
what kind of clothes he wears, you see his car, you’ve been to his room. And he 
comes from the Pulpwood city limits—you gotta be kidding.”   

  Money 
 Sports is big business. The 100 major sports universities have revenues of 

more than $1 billion. The professional leagues continue to expand to tap new 
markets. Teams that were bought for a few million dollars 30 years ago sell for 
more than $500 million today. 

 Multimillion-dollar signings are no longer news unless they approach $100 
million. The top basketball and baseball players make $5 to $10 million a year in 
salaries, and endorsements can double that. 

 Fans like a winner, and so the bidding for top athletes goes higher and higher, 
and the star player who at one time spent his career playing with one team—a Ted 
Williams, Joe DiMaggio, Bob Cousy—now is available to the highest bidder. 
Teams, too, shift locations, moving from market to market. 

  Cash Conscious   The historian Henry Steele Commager commented about the 
consequence of player and team mobility, “We have nothing to be loyal to.” 

 Hank Aaron, the Hall of Fame baseball player and baseball executive, says 
money has corroded sports. “Today’s players have lost all concept of history. 
Their collective mission is greed. Nothing means much of anything to them. As a 
group, there’s no discernible social conscience among them; certainly no sense of 
self-sacrifi ce, which is what Jackie Robinson’s legacy is based on. Where there is 
no conscience, there are no heroes.” 

 Money is the name of the game in collegiate sports as well. Despite the 
crowded college stadiums and fi eld houses, few universities make money from 
their teams. Only 10 to 20 schools take in more than they spend. Defi cits can hit 
a million dollars a year, the losses made up by donations and tax revenues. Even 
college bowl games need money, and get it from states or cities.  USA Today  
revealed that 11 of the 25 postseason games one year drew on various public 
funds, and offi cials of eight other bowls said they expected to ask state legislators 
to provide money.     

  The Goal: Win at Any Cost 

  The drive to build winning teams has led to lying, cheating and hypocrisy, 
some of which sports reporters have documented. They have shown that teams 
have recruited semiliterate athletes and that some schools have gone out of their 
way to keep the players eligible by having schoolwork done for them, allowing 
them to take courses from professors who are known to pass athletes despite 
failing performance, and covering up infractions they commit. 

     New Style: Shout, 
Scream, Rant  

 Ralph Kiner, who 
announced New York 
Mets baseball games for 
more than 40 years, says 
announcers like him and 
Vin Scully, the Dodgers 
announcer, would “never 
be hired today.”  

“Our style of broadcast-
ing is different from that of 
the new commentators. Now 
they think the louder you talk 
and the more you scream, 
the better it is. I prefer the 
old style of broadcasting, in 
which you talk to the guy 
sitting next to you as if you 
were sitting together in the 
stands. But that isn’t what 
they want. They want noise.”  

— From  Baseball Forever: 
Reflections on 60 Years in 
the Game  by Ralph Kiner 

with Danny Peary     
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     Poor No More  
 Joe DiMaggio once 

remarked, “A ball player 
has to be kept hungry to 
become a big leaguer.” In 
his day, the average salary 
of a major league baseball 
player was $35,000. Today, 
it is 100 times greater.  

More than 70 players are 
paid in excess of $5 million 
a year, and every time 
Yankee third baseman Alex 
Rodriguez steps to the plate 
he earns almost $40,000. 
Several pitchers make 
$60,000 for every inning 
they go to the mound.  

On a per-game basis, 
hockey players do best, 
several making $200,000 to 
$250,000 a game for the 
regular season.    
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 High school and community college students with considerable athletic 
ability but little academic competence have been eagerly recruited. At small 
St. Bonaventure University in western New York, the president personally 
decided that a junior college student with only a welding certifi cate was eligible 
to play in Division I basketball. In the fallout from the revelation, the basket-
ball coach was fi red, the athletic director resigned, the president was pressured 
to resign, the chairman of the board of trustees committed suicide. The chair-
man left a note saying he had let down his alma mater by failing to prevent the 
scandal.   

 For a record of infractions and illegal practices, see  A Miscellany of Misdeeds  
in  NRW Plus.  

 The annual study of graduation rates by the NCAA shows low graduation rates 
for basketball players at many schools and high rates at a few. Some recent rates: 
University of New Mexico, 9 percent; University of Arizona, 13; University of 
Georgia, 14; University of Kentucky, 29; University of Minnesota, 33. 

 For further material on graduation rates, see  www.ncaa.org  and, in Search, 
insert Graduation Rates.  

   Varied Recruits 
 The demand for winning teams by boosters, fans and television is intense, so 

much so that many colleges accept high school athletes with grade-school-level 
academic scores. They even take criminals. 

 Seton Hall University in New Jersey grabbed one of the country’s leading high 
school basketball players although he did not earn more than a combined score 
of 700 on his SAT test. The university kept its offer open to the youth even after 
he pleaded guilty to sexual abuse in a plea bargain. He had sodomized a young 
woman on the high school stairway. 

 When journalists wrote about the incident, the university grudgingly rescinded 
its scholarship offer. Two weeks later, a major basketball power in Utah made 
the student an offer but he accepted a full basketball scholarship to a Long Island 
university. 

 A leading schoolboy basketball player in Hampton, Va., was convicted on three 
felony counts of malicious wounding by a mob. Would that affect his chances 
to play college ball? “Every school in the country wants him,” Bob Gibbons, 
a top scout of high school basketball players, told  USA Today.  “If he was John 
Dillinger, they’d take him.” 

 Why stop with recruiting high school players for college? High school sports 
is, as we’ve seen, a major attraction in hundreds of cities. High schools are recruit-
ing. “Now the college fan is wanting to follow the kids,” says Mike Lardner of 
Sports Channel. “Teen-agers are part of a $10 billion market.” 

 The lengths to which coaches will go to lure promising athletes to their cam-
puses can provide the makings of good stories. To see how one sportswriter 
 handled the recruiting of a high school basketball player, see  Recruiting a High 
School Player  in  NRW Plus.     

     Pampered Parkers  
  The Diamondback,  the 

University of Maryland 
student newspaper, won a 
court order to open access 
to parking tickets issued 
to members of the men’s 
basketball team and to 
the coach. The newspaper 
wanted to check reports 
that the coach and players 
were given preferential 
treatment in the payment 
of fines, but the univer-
sity denied access on the 
ground that the material 
fell in the category of 
educational or personnel 
records. Not so, the court 
ruled. One athlete had 
$8,000 in parking tickets.    
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444 Part Five Accidents to Education

  A Case Study 
 In a two-part series, Sam Roe of  The Blade  described how some 

Toledo high schools were violating state high school athletic associa-
tion rules by recruiting athletes from other high schools and from ju-
nior high schools. More than half the players on one nationally ranked 
basketball team were transfers. Roe quoted the mother of one transfer 
as saying that the coach had pressured her to lie about her residence. 
At another basketball powerhouse, a player’s mother said the coach 
and his aides found an apartment for her family within the school 
district and paid the security deposit and two months’ rent.     

 Some parents transferred “legal custody of their children to rela-
tives in other school districts so the students can be eligible to play for the best 
teams,” Roe wrote. 

 The reaction to the series was immediate. The state high school athletic asso-
ciation announced an inquiry, and a coalition of ministers held a rally at which 
Roe was denounced. More than 500 people at the rally condemned Roe, chanting, 
“In the South, they had Jim Crow. In Toledo, we have Sam Roe.” 

 The group demanded a front-page retraction of the series and Roe’s dismissal. 
 Six months later, the high school athletic association completed its investiga-

tion and placed the two high schools Roe wrote about on probation for two years 
and fi ned them $1,000 each for recruiting violations for their basketball teams.    

  An Overview 

  Roger Kahn—who wrote a fi ne book about baseball,  The Boys of Summer —
has a basic approach to his reporting. Most good sportswriters do. Here, from one 
of Kahn’s columns in  Esquire,  is how he describes his approach to his beat: 

     10,000 to 1  
 “You have a better 

chance of being a brain 
surgeon than you do of 
being an NBA player. Only 
one of every 10,000 high 
school players will make the 
pros.”  

— Bob Minnix, NCAA 
director of enforcement     

     10,000 to 1  
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chance of being a brain 
surgeon than you do of 
being an NBA player. Only 
one of every 10,000 high 
school players will make the 
pros.”  

— Bob Minnix, NCAA 
director of enforcement     

  Sports tells anyone who watches intelli-
gently about the times in which we live: about 
managed news and corporate policies, about 
race and terror and what the process of aging 
does to strong men. If that sounds grim, there 
is courage and high humor, too. . . . 

 . . . I fi nd sport a better area than most 
to look for truth. A great hockey goalie, 
describing his life on ice, once said, “That 
puck comes so hard, it could take an eye. 

 “I’ve had 250 stitches and I don’t like pain. 
 “I get so nervous before every game, I 

lose my lunch.” 
 “Some football players,” I said to the 

goalie, whose name is Glenn Hall, “say that 
when they’re badly scared, they pray.” 

 Hall looked disgusted, “If there is a God,” 
he said, “let’s hope he’s doing something more 
important than watching hockey games.” Off-
hand I can’t recall a better sermon.            

 Red Smith, who was writing his sports column for  The New York Times  until a 
few days before he died, said of sports: 

  Sports is not really a play world. I think it’s the real world. The people we’re writ-
ing about in professional sports, they’re suffering and living and dying and loving 
and trying to make their way through life just as the bricklayers and politicians are. 

Significance
 “Sports is the toy 

department of human life.”  
— Howard Cosell  

Significance
 “Sports is the toy 

department of human life.”  
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 This may sound defensive—I don’t think it is—but I’m aware that games are 
a part of every culture we know anything about. And often taken seriously. It’s no 
accident that of all the monuments left of the Greco-Roman culture, the biggest is 
the ball park, the Colosseum, the Yankee Stadium of ancient times. The man who 
reports on these games contributes his small bit to the history of his times.  

 Ron Rapoport takes what he calls a practical view of sports coverage. “If you 
can’t fi nd something light or something that will make the reader smile or laugh, 
at least remember and try to show, in style or substance, that these are games 
these people are involved in, not foreign policy discussions,” he says. 

 However, says Rapoport, “intensely dramatic and emotional things do hap-
pen, and when they do the reporter should not be afraid to haul out the heavy 
artillery.   

 “Just remember that in such cases the facts are usually enough.” 
 For additional suggestions on covering sports, see  Post Scripts  in  NRW Plus.     

   Further Reading 

 Anderson, David, ed.  The Red Smith Reader.  New York: Random House, 
1983. 

 Angell, Roger.  A Pitcher’s Story: Innings with David Cone.  New York: 
Warner Books, 2001. 

 ———.  Game Time: A Baseball Companion.  Orlando, Fla.: Harcourt, 2003.  
This anthology, edited by Steve Kettman, takes the reader from spring 

training through the season to the playoffs and World Series. Angell, a 
 New Yorker  writer, is a writer’s writer. Samples: Babe Ruth’s “debutante 
ankles,” Yogi Berra’s “gentle, seamed smile, like a Gladstone bag opening.” 

 Berkow, Ira.  A Biography of Red Smith.  New York: Times Books, 1986. 
 Berri, David J., Martin B. Schmidt and Stacey L. Brook.  The Wages of Win.  

Stanford, Calif.: Stanford, 2006.  
These sports scholars challenge conventional wisdom about professional 

athletes. The high-priced baseball players and MVP basketball stars do not 
contribute as much to winning games as their less-publicized teammates. In 
basketball, it’s not the scoring average but a combination of assists, steals, 
blocked shots, personal fouls, rebounds and turnovers that count. 

 Bouton, Jim.  Ball Four: The Final Pitch.  Champaign, Ill.: Sports Publications 
Inc., 2000.  

The American Library Association selected this book by a former 
pitcher for the New York Yankees as the best sports book of the 20th 
century. 

 Brosnan, Jim.  The Long Season.  Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, Publisher. 2002.  
Brosnan’s account of the 1959 season when he pitched for the St. Louis 

Cardinals and then the Cincinnati Reds has been described as the fi rst, and 

     Unbreakable Records  
  Records are made to be 

broken.   
This is an old sports 

saying. But sportswriters 
say the following records 
will never be broken:  

 Basketball:  Career 
points in NBA, Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar, 33,387, 
1969–89. Points scored in a 
single game, Wilt Chamber-
lain, 100, 1962.   

Baseball:  Hitting streak, 
Joe DiMaggio, 56 consecu-
tive games, 1941.

   Football:  Receiving 
yards, Jerry Rice 22,895, 
1985–2004.   

Golf:  Consecutive 
tournament victories on 
PGA Tour, Byron Nelson, 
11, 1945.   

Hockey:  Number of 
goals and assists in an NHL 
season, Wayne Gretzky, 
215, 1985–6   

Boxing:  Longest reign-
ing heavyweight cham-
pion, Joe Louis, 11 years 
8 months, 1937–49.    
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perhaps the best, of the baseball diaries, most of which have been ghost-
written. Michael Shapiro suggests in  The Columbia Journalism Review  
that the book may have “changed sports writing.” He says that Brosnan 
“propelled the evolution of sports writing a great step forward by introduc-
ing the heretofore largely unimagined idea that a real-life athlete might be 
a character worthy of literature.” 

 Cavanaugh, Jack.  Tunney: Boxing’s Brainiest Champ and His Upset of the 
Great Jack Dempsey.  New York: Random House, 2006.  

Applicants for sportswriting jobs are asked, “What was ‘the long 
count’?” The answer is here, among other details of the life of a fi ghter 
who was troubled by the violence of boxing. Although the spectators 
wanted brawls, Tunney favored fast footwork and intelligent defense. 

 Cramer, Richard Ben.  Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life.  New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2000.  

Some reviewers said Cramer drew too dark a picture of DiMaggio. One 
reviewer said the biography “of one of the greatest of American heroes 
will tarnish more than just an idol. It will tarnish the American myth, 
make it appear a manufactured product of wishful thinking and com-
mercialism.” In his review, Russell Baker remarked, “Heroes age best by 
dying young.” 

 Eskenazi, Gerald.  A Sportwriter’s Life: From the Desk of a New York Times 
Reporter.  Columbia: University of Missouri, 2004.  

Glimpses of Joe DiMaggio, Willie Mays, Muhammad Ali, Joe Namath. 
Eskenazi describes the changes in sports reporting, some of which make 
him unhappy. He yearns for the days when reporters asked “deeper 
questions.” 

 Feldman, Bruce.  Meat Market, Inside the Smash-Mouth World of College 
Football Recruiting.  New York: ESPN Books, 2007.  

A reviewer noted: “That big-time college athletics in this country, 
and football especially, is a sinkhole of corruption and hypocrisy, turn-
ing the academically unqualifi ed into professional-athletes-in-disguise is 
hardly news, of course. One of the virtues of the very aptly named “Meat 
Market” . . . by Bruce Feldman, a writer for  ESPN the Magazine,  is that 
it doesn’t pretend to a lot of outrage and mostly just describes the system 
as it exists.” Feldman says, “At the core of today’s universal suspicion of 
college football recruiting is a rich legacy cluttered with bagmen, loose 
women and over-zealous, ego-driven boosters, not to mention a small 
army of corrupt politicians.” 

 Kahn, Roger.  The Boys of Summer.  New York: New American Library, 1973.  
Kahn’s profi les of Brooklyn Dodgers players is considered a baseball 

classic along with Bouton’s book. 
 ———.  The Head Game: Baseball Seen from the Pitcher’s Mound.  

New York: Harcourt, 2000. 

An Anti-Sports 
Autobiography   

 Over more than two 
decades, Andre Agassi was 
a top-rated tennis player. 
In his piercing examina-
tion of his career, from a 
Florida tennis academy—
“a glorified prison camp”—
to 14 Grand Slam titles, 
Agassi says he was always 
confined in a personality he 
sought to escape.  

Open: An Autobiogra-
phy, (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 2009) is described 
by Sam Tanenhaus, editor 
of The New York Times 
Book Review, as “one of 
the most passionately anti-
sports books ever written 
by a superstar athlete. . . .”    
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 Lewis, Michael.  The Art of Winning an Unfair Game.  New York: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 2003.  

With the third smallest payroll in the major leagues, the Oakland 
Athletics manage to fi nish high in the standings. The reason: General 
manager Billy Beane discarded baseball wisdom for statistics. A walk is 
as good as a hit, so players who walk a lot are as valuable as the million-
dollar .300 hitters, and a lot cheaper. 

 Montville, Leigh.  At the Altar of Speed: The Fast Life and Tragic Death of 
Dale Earnhardt.  New York: Doubleday, 2001. 

 ———.  Ted Williams: The Biography of an American Hero.  New York: 
Doubleday, 2004.  

The best hitter of his time—perhaps of all time—Williams lost key 
playing years as a pilot in the Korean War. 

 Prager, Joshua.  The Echoing Green: The Untold Story of Bobby Thomson, 
Ralph Branca, and the Shot Heard Round the World.  New York: 
Pantheon, 2006.  

Behind the fi rst-place Brooklyn Dodgers by 13½ games, the New York 
Giants went on a tear, winning 37 of their last 44 games and ended the 
season tied with the Dodgers. But darkness was descending on the Giants 
in the National League pennant playoff. Bottom of the ninth inning and 
behind 4-2, the Giants had two men on base with Bobby Thomson at bat. 
Branca later said Thomson went after a high fastball “like a tiger pouncing 
on some wounded antelope.” Prager tells the story of the strange aftermath. 

 Rosenberg, Michael.  War as They Knew It: Woody Hayes, Bo Schembechler, 
and America in a Time of Unrest.  New York: Grand Central Publishing, 
2008.  

Rosenberg recalls the football rivalry between the Ohio State and 
Michigan coaches within the social and political context of the times, 
1969–78—e.g., in the 1970 Rose Bowl the Michigan marching band 
formed a peace sign, and two-thirds of the 1971 football team signed an 
anti-war (Vietnam) peace petition. 

 Russell, Bill, and Alan Steinberg.  Red and Me: My Coach, My Lifelong 
Friend.  New York: Harper/HarperCollins, 2009.  

Russell played for his Boston Celtics coach Red Auerbach for 13 sea-
sons, during which they won 11 NBA championships. Auerbach didn’t ask 
Russell to practice because he knew how hard Russell played during the 
grueling NBA schedule.  

Bill Bradley, the New York Knicks star, said Russell loved Auerbach 
and his Celtics teammates. “He might object to my use of the word ‘love,’ 
but deny it though you will, Mr. Russell, that’s what sits at the heart of this 
beautiful book.” 

 Shulman, James I., and William G. Bowen.  The Game of Life: College Sports 
and Educational Values.  Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2001. 
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 Snyder, Brad.  A Well-Paid Slave: Curt Flood’s Fight for Free Agency in 
Professional Sports.  New York: Viking, 2006.  

Flood, who played from 1958 to 1971, mostly for the St. Louis 
Cardinals, upended professional sports by eliminating the reserve clause, 
which bound a player for life to his team. Flood took on his owners, 
despite court rulings that exempted baseball from the Sherman Antitrust 
Act. The Players Association told Flood his lawsuit had a million-to-one 
chance of succeeding. Flood’s court case failed, but the public mood soon 
doomed the clause. Flood dropped out of baseball. Broke and ignored by 
fellow players who profi ted handsomely by the suit, Flood died at 59 of 
throat cancer. 

 Torre, Joe, and Tom Verducci.  The Yankee Years.  New York: Doubleday, 
2009.  

This is Verducci’s extended and independent reporting and writing of 
the 12 years of Torre’s management, the fi rst fi ve years of which consisted 
of four World Series victories. Verducci, senior baseball writer for  Sports 
Illustrated,  interviews those offstage—a bullpen catcher, a trainer—and 
the insights reveals an irascible and bullying owner, George Steinbrenner, 
and a talented but hardly endearing player, Alex Rodriguez. Torre is re-
vealed as a classy manager demeaned by the boss. 

 Tye, Larry.  Satchel: The Life and Times of an American Legend.  New York: 
Random House, 2009.  

Tye traces the career of Satchel Paige, one of baseball’s enduring and 
endearing stars. Paige pitched in the Negro Leagues before baseball was 
integrated, and made it to the major leagues in the twilight of his long 
career. Tye believes Paige’s “claim to have pitched for as many as 250 
teams over the course of his career.” Tye says that Paige might have been 
the most famous black man in America, more so than Joe Louis, Duke 
Ellington, Count Basie or Langston Hughes. None, Tye writes, “had been 
seen up close in as many places as the itnerant Leroy ‘Satchel’ Paige.” 

 Vaccaro, Mike.  Emperors and Idiots: The Hundred-Year Rivalry Between 
the Yankees and the Red Sox, From the Very Beginning to the End of the 
Curse.  New York: Doubleday, 2005.  

In the review in  The New York Times,  Michiko Kakutani describes the 
2004 American League playoff between the Yankees and the Red Sox as 
“the greatest choke job in baseball history, a monumental, mind-boggling 
collapse: being up three games to none against the long-jinxed Red Sox 
and a mere three outs away from the World Series,” the Yankees blew the 
playoff. Vaccaro describes the long rivalry that included players along 
with their teams—Joe DiMaggio vs. Ted Williams; Thurman Munson vs. 
Carlton Fisk.  

Kakutani also praises another book about the headline-making 2004 
baseball playoffs and World Series: Shaughnessy, Dan.  Reversing the 
Curse: Inside the 2004 Boston Red Sox.  Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 2005.  
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Both books “capture the intensity of this rivalry—the hostility; no, 
make that hate—many fans and team members feel toward one another,” 
Kakutani writes.  

The editors of  Sports Illustrated  selected “the top 100 sports books of 
all time,” a list, they said, that was “compiled with love and reason, out of 
intense and sometimes unruly discussions.” Here are the top dozen:  

 The Sweet Science,  A.J. Liebling. Liebling is “pound for pound the best 
boxing writer of all time.”  

 The Boys of Summer,  Roger Kahn. “Kahn writes eloquently . . . of 
the early-50s Brooklyn Dodgers . . . a novelistic tale of confl ict and 
change. . . .”  

 Ball Four,  Jim Bouton. “Bouton threw nothing but fastballs in his diary 
of the 1969 season.”  

 Friday Night Lights,  H.G. Bissinger. “A brilliant look at how Friday-
night lights can lead a town into darkness.” (Odessa’s Permian High 
football team.)  

 You Know Me Al,  Ring Lardner. “This collection of letters from a 
fi ctional (and grammatically challenged) pitcher named Jack Keefe . . . 
earned Lardner a spot in the pantheon of American humorists alongside 
Mark Twain and Will Rogers.”  

 A Season on the Brink,  John Feinstein. “Bob Knight still curses the day 
he granted the author unfettered access to his program.”  

 Semi-Tough,  Dan Jenkins. A novel about a raunchy football player.  
 Paper Lion,  George Plimpton. The author “infi ltrates the Detroit train-

ing camp as a quarterback with no arm, no legs and no shot.”  
 The Game,  Ken Dryden. “Hall of Fame goalie Dryden was always 

different. He led Montreal to six Stanley Cups, then at 26 sat out a year to 
prepare for the bar exam.”  

 Fever Pitch,  Nick Hornby. “How can the rest of the world summon 
such passion for soccer?”  

 A River Runs Through It,  Norman Maclean. A novella of two brothers 
that “has fl y-fi shing and family drama presented in prose as crisp and clear 
as a Montana mountain stream.”  

 Seabiscuit,  Laura Hillenbrand. “People who’ve never been to the 
racetrack love this book.”   

     Diamond Tales  
 Baseball brings out the 

jest in sportswriters. When 
a team seems embedded in 
last place, they recall other 
bad teams with these short 
takes:  

We had such lousy 
hitters on our team that a 
foul ball was considered 
a rally.  

That team was so bad, 
if anyone got a hit, he 
would stop at first base 
and ask for directions.  

In profiles of colorful 
players and managers, writ-
ers call up the days when 
New York had the Giants 
and the Dodgers as well as 
the Yankees. The Dodgers 
made good copy.  

One day, the story goes, 
Leo Durocher, the player-
manager, decided to take 
a chance with a rookie 
in center field. But after 
the youngster misjudged 
several high flies and threw 
to the wrong base a few 
times, Durocher pulled him 
and took the field himself 
. . . only to drop a couple of 
fly balls and misjudge others.  

Whereupon, Durocher 
stormed from the field, 
charged into the dugout, 
grabbed the rookie by the 
shirt and shouted at him, 
“Kid, you’ve got center 
field so screwed up, now 
no one can play it.”    
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 23   Business Reporting  *     

 News about business and economics has become everybody’s personal busi-
ness. People want to know about the cost of living, how the economy affects 
job possibilities, how high or low interest rates may go, whether layoffs are 
imminent in local industries and the value of a bond or stock that they own. 

 Our food, clothing and shelter are produced by business enterprises, and their 
quality and the prices we pay for them are largely a result of business decisions. 
Even the quality of the air we breathe and the water we drink is affected by 
decisions made by the business community. We have a large stake in those deci-
sions, and we want to be informed of them and to know how they are made. 

 Business and economic reporting has exploded. Newspapers publish 
business sections and have large reporting and editing staffs devoted to the 
subject. Television has grown from the nightly reading of the Dow Jones 
closing averages to full-scale coverage with several reporters assigned to 
the half-hour programs that cover business and the economy. Cable offers 
24-hour business news. More than 12,000 men and women cover business. 

 Preview 
 Business and economic activity affects the cost and 

quality of the goods we buy; job opportunities; whether 
people buy or rent a home; the kind of car a person buys; 
even the college a high school graduate attends. 

 The business reporter handles: 

  Local spot news stories:  Store openings and clos-
ings, company personnel changes, new construction, 
changes in the business climate, annual reports of local 
business, disputes between and within businesses. 
  Features:  New products developed by local enterprises, 
profi les of company offi cials and workers, business and 
consumer trends. 

  •  Interpretative stories:  Effects of national and interna-
tional economic activity on local business, the infl uence 
of local business leaders on municipal policies and the 
budget, the impact of regulatory actions.  

•

•

   * This chapter was written with the assistance of Chris S. Roush of the University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill.  

Experts aren’t always 
right.

Businesses come in all sizes, in all places.

 R.L. Chambers 
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Specialized business publications from  Food Management  to  Construction 
Equipment  magazines examine their fi elds in depth. There are more than 
4,000 magazines, newsletters and newspapers of the business press.

             The Scope of Business News 

  On Friday night, Tom and Ann Ryan sit down after dinner to make a decision. 
The birth of their second child means they will need another bedroom. They must 
decide whether to rent a larger apartment or buy a house. 

 Tom Ryan spreads out a page of the local newspaper on the dining room table. 
He points to an article with a headline, “Freddie Mac: Rates on 30-year fi xed 
mortgages fall.” It begins: 

  McLean, Va. (AP)—Rates on 30-year 
fi xed mortgages fell this week, declining 
along with bonds yields amid easing con-
cerns over infl ation due to the still-slowing 
economy, Freddie Mac said Thursday. 

 The average rate on a 30-year fi xed 
mortgage dropped to 5.04 percent this 
week from 5.16 percent last week. A year 
ago, the 30-year, fi xed-rate mortgage aver-
aged 6.04 percent.  

 That clinches it for the Ryans. They decide to buy a new home.       
 Interest rates also are a concern of the Goldensohn family. Robert, a high 

school senior, wants to attend a private college. The tuition is high and he must 
have a student loan. The family income meets the necessities and little more. 
Robert may have to borrow at least $10,000 a year.         

 If the Goldensohns cannot handle the loan, Robert will have to attend a com-
munity college. Their newspaper carries a story on the latest information about 
student loans and interest rates. The Goldensohns decide they can afford a loan. 
Robert will go to a private college.  

   From Cattle Prices to French Fries and Snow Cones 
 In homes in every part of the city, people look to business stories for information. 

Workers whose contracts are tied to the cost of living watch the papers and television to 
see how their paychecks will be affected by the latest fi gures from Washington. Farm-
ers follow the livestock and commodity markets. Vacationers search through the list of 
foreign exchange rates to see what the dollar is worth abroad before deciding where to 
spend their vacations. Residents north of the city hear that a new shopping center will 
be built there; they look through the business pages to fi nd out more about it. 

 When the interest rates on savings accounts and certifi cates of deposit sank below 
3 percent, people began to look for higher-interest investments and were lured by 
advertisements: “Good News for C.D. Holders.” What the ads did not point out is 

  Straight Talk     
“The business of 

America is business.”   
— Calvin Coolidge     
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  Good Writing     
 Business stories need 

not be dull:  

BURBANK, Calif.—After 
a year and a half of court-
ship, Mickey Mouse left 
Miss Piggy at the altar.  

This  Wall Street Journal  
lead began a story of the 
breakdown in plans by Walt 
Disney Co. to acquire the 
Muppet characters.    
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  Economics 1A     
“Prices determine who 

gets what goods and ser-
vices. Prices are determined 
by supply and demand. In 
a market economy, profit is 
the incentive for entrepre-
neurs, and competition is 
the regulator.”   

— Ralph James Charkins, 
California State University, 

San Bernardino     
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that unlike the certifi cates of deposit, whose principal is guaranteed by the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation, the touted new investments had high risk. 

 Business reporters warned their readers of the risk, as they did when investment 
fi rms pushed closed-end government bond funds. Investing in such funds, wrote a 
 Wall Street Journal  reporter, was like paying $1.10 for a roll of 100 pennies. 

 Richard Read of  The Oregonian  followed a load of frozen French fries from the 
state of Washington to fast-food stores in the Far East to document how the Asian 
economic crisis affected potato growers. His reporting led to a Pulitzer Prize. 

  The Des Moines Register  reports that a “ribbon-cutting ceremony for a snow-
cone business in Pleasant Hill will begin at 12:30 p.m. Wednesday.” Also: “A 
Mexican restaurant made popular by former University of Iowa football coach 
Hayden Fry will close. Owners of La Casa said Iowa City’s new alcohol and 
smoking ordinances have hurt the family business.” 

  And More   Business reporters go beyond Layer I reporting. They dig. “Tucked 
into the Coast Guard budget bill,” writes David Cay Johnston of  The New York 
Times,  is language that “seems innocuous enough.” The bill merely states that a 
section of existing law “is amended by striking the second sentence. 

 “But what that language would do is allow one company, Nabors Industries, 
to gain permanent access to business open only to American companies. The lan-
guage is needed because Nabors, a big oil drilling company, moved its tax head-
quarters to Barbados in 2001 to avoid American taxes.” 

 Two of  Commercial Carrier Journal ’s editors posed as businessmen and trav-
eled thousands of miles from Chinatowns in the United States to Hong Kong, 
Singapore and Taiwan to expose “the fl ood of counterfeit merchandise pouring 
into the United States from the Far East.”     

  The Human Element 

  Because business stories can be complicated, writers try to introduce human 
interest whenever possible in their copy. Vivian Marino says, “I try to keep my sto-
ries as interesting and memorable as possible, often by using anecdotal examples 
to which readers can relate.”       

 In a story about the fi nancial problems of some retirees, she began with a 
retired worker trying to get by on his pension: 

  Foreclosures 
In Human Terms     

 Almost 3 million homes 
were in foreclosure or pro-
longed delinquency during 
the recession. Here’s how 
the  Akron Beacon Journal  
covered one of the many:  

At the age of 90, 
Addie Polk found herself 
in foreclosure this week, 
about to be forced from 
the home she’s lived in 
for nearly 40 years.  

So, with a gun in her 
hand, the Akron widow 
apparently shot herself 
in the chest Wednesday 
afternoon as depu-
ties were knocking at 
her door with eviction 
papers in hand.  

While a nation reels 
in financial crisis from 
years of mortgage 
abuse, Polk is recovering 
at Akron General Medi-
cal Center, awaiting 
word on where she will 
live when she’s released.      
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  NEW YORK (AP)—After three decades 
laboring in the grimy steel mills around 
Pittsburgh, Richard L. Walters thought he 
earned a clean retirement. 

 But since taking early leave from LTV 
Corp., Walters, 60, and his wife Audrey, 
54, have been barely getting by. His $922 
monthly pension check isn’t enough for 
the loan payments on the couple’s New 

Brighton, Pa., Victorian, along with food 
bills and other escalating expenses. 

 So he’s trying to go back to work. “Right 
now, it’s pretty hard to get a job around 
here. I’ve been tinkering around on peo-
ple’s cars, making a couple of dollars here 
and there. I would like to just stay retired, 
but the way things are now I can’t.”  
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    Personal Finance 

  The Ryan and Goldensohn examples and Marino’s story about Walters’ retire-
ment are called personal fi nance stories. A survey of readers found that personal 
fi nance is the most sought-after material on the business page. Readers—and lis-
teners, too, stations have learned—seek information about solving credit prob-
lems, making decisions on investments, deciding whether to buy or lease. 

 When the U.S. economy headed downward, many media outlets—CNBC, Fox 
Business Network, CNN and the  Richmond Times-Dispatch,  to name a few—added 
personal fi nance content. The  Times-Dispatch,  for example, focused on how people 
and businesses are fi nding ways to survive and thrive in tough economic times. 

 For a personal fi nance story about saving for college despite the downturn in 
the economy, see  College Savings  in  NRW Plus.      

  The Beat 

  The business reporter ranges widely: retail and consumer products, investing and 
the fi nancial markets, the airline and automotive industries, management, corporate 
fi nance/investment banking/securities industries, the media and entertainment in-
dustries, advertising and marketing, labor and employment. 

 In the morning of one busy day for Susanne, a business reporter for a medium-
sized midwestern daily newspaper, she interviewed local service station dealers 
about the escalating cost of gasoline, and that afternoon she localized a story about 
the effects of the failure of the coffee crop in Brazil.       

 Business Writer   
When Vivian Marino 

joined the Miami bureau of 
the AP, she was assigned 
to do a series on the labor 
problems of Eastern Air-
lines. When she had done 
that, she was given more 
business assignments.  

“I decided to carve out 
my own niche by concen-
trating on business and 
fi nance.” Soon she was 
appointed regional business 
writer.  

Then she was transferred 
to New York. “I had to learn 
about the markets and more 
complicated business and 
fi nancial issues. I learned 
from my colleagues and 
from many of my sources. 
I also read a lot.”
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 Local stories Susanne has covered include:

    • Store openings, expansions and closings.  

  Real estate transactions. New products from local enterprises. Construction 
projects planned.  

  Plants opened, expanded, closed. Personnel changes, awards, retirements. 
Layoffs, bankruptcies.  

  Annual and quarterly business reports. Annual meetings.  

   • Bond offerings by local government units. 

 In addition to spot news stories, the business reporter is aware of trends and 
developments in the community and area. The business reporter knows the rela-
tionship between the prime rate and the local housing market and understands 
how the city’s parking policies affect downtown merchants.      

  Local Stories 

  Here is how Bob Freund of  The Times-News  in Twin Falls, Idaho, began a round-
up that blended local and national business and economic activity with area trends: 

•

•

•

  Checkered History     
 Business journalism 

has a mixed parentage. 
From 1900 to the stock 
market crash, most of it 
was suspect. “Advertis-
ers knew they could buy 
silence or puff pieces. 
Syndicates about to make 
a move offered gifts of 
stock or inside information 
to the reporters, editors 
and publishers. The gesture 
was considered a fringe 
benefit,” says Bill Saporito, 
business editor of  Time  
magazine.  

In his book  The Great 
Crash,  Kenneth Galbraith 
said reporters at the 
time of the 1929 market 
dive were “drunks and 
incompetents.”  

When Barney Kilgore 
took over  The Wall Street 
Journal,  its reputation had 
been marred by a congres-
sional investigation that 
revealed several columnists 
had taken money for favor-
able coverage.    
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  TWIN FALLS—As spring turned into 
summer, the brightest news for the Magic Val-
ley economy was coming from consumers. 

 They benefi ted from a vicious war of 
price cutting and couponing among area 
grocery stores. 

 Indicators compiled by  The Times-News  
for the second quarter ending June 30 show 

some momentum in the Magic Valley econ-
omy, but also some signifi cant drags. 

 Despite lower mortgage rates and a 
national surge in homebuying, the biggest 
consumer of all, the home buyer, still is not 
pounding down the doors at Magic Valley 
real estate agencies.      

A Drugstore Opening 
 In small communities the line between news and free advertising is so narrow 

it approaches invisibility. A large department store opening will be reported by 
the biggest newspapers. But a drugstore opening will not. The smaller newspaper 
or station will carry the drugstore opening and might cover the enlargement of a 
hardware store. 

 Here is the beginning of an 11-paragraph story that appeared in a newspaper 
in Massachusetts: 

  For 10 years, tailor Frank Saporito plied 
his trade with Davis & Norton Inc. on North 
Street here, where he was in charge of all 
alterations. When that business closed last 
month, Saporito was out of work—but not 
for long. 

 Saporito landed on his feet and decided to 
go into business for himself at 251 Fenn St., 
just across the street from the post offi ce. He’s 
been open there a little more than a week.  
“I wanted to try it by myself,” Saporito said. 
“I think it’s a good move. I sure hope so.”
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       Interviewing Small-Business Owners 

  Many small-business owners are leery of reporters. Most have never been in-
terviewed. These questions will show the owner that you’re interested in telling 
readers about his or her company:

    1.  Where did you get the idea to start your business, and how does your back-
ground fi t into the company idea?  

   2.  How did you fund the business? Did the money come from savings or rela-
tives? A bank loan?  

   3.  How soon after you fi rst opened your doors did your business make a profi t, 
and how did you celebrate?  

   4.  What was the hardest obstacle to overcome in getting the business off the 
ground?  

   5. Who do you consider your biggest competitor, and why?  

   6.  How have you grown your business—has it been through advertising or con-
sumer recommendations?  

   7.  Who is your biggest customer, and what would you do if you lost that 
customer?  

   8. What is your best-selling item?  

   9.  How would you react if a similar business opened nearby? How could you 
handle the increased competition?  

   10.  How big do you foresee your company becoming in the next fi ve years, or 
the next 10 years?  

   11. What would make you sell your business to another company?  

   12.  How are your employees involved in the day-to-day decision making for the 
business?    

        Coffee Beans and Burritos 
 The photo on the right accompanied an article by Sherri Buri in the Sunday 

business section of  The Register-Guard  in Eugene, Ore., that begins: 

Mike Roemer

  Before Sony opened its compact disc 
factory in Springfi eld, it held a coffee tasting 
to decide which brand would fl ow through 
the company cafeteria’s espresso machine. 

 One morning about two years ago, sev-
eral local vendors set up shop at Sony’s 
temporary offi ces in the Delta Oaks shop-

ping center in Eugene. Nearly two hours and 
three gallons of coffee later, Eugene-based 
Full City Coffee walked away the winner. 

 “Money was never a question,” recalled 
Michael Phinney, who owns Full City with 
his wife, Terril. “In fact, they never asked 
me how much we charge.” 

Ready to Go

 Josh Estey, 
 The Register-Guard  

Entrepreneurs
The enterprising reporter 

will pull up alongside the 
two girls and will stop on a 
lunchtime stroll when the 
street vendor is spotted. The 
perennial question: “How’s 
business?”
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    In another article in the section, Jim Boyd profi les a local woman who decided 
to expand her weekend business: 

 The 6-year-old coffee roasting company 
is just one of a huge network of local busi-
nesses that supply everything from coffee 
to custom steel work to the 375-employee 
high-tech company. These local suppliers 

demonstrate how high-tech giants, such as 
Sony and Hyundai, send out economic rip-
ples far beyond the factory’s payroll when 
they enter Lane County. . . .  

New Business

  Josh Estey, 
The Register-Guard

 It wasn’t getting the fi nancing. It wasn’t 
fi nding a location. It wasn’t recruiting good 
workers. The biggest obstacle that Ritta Dreier 
had to overcome when she recently expanded 
her business was simply deciding to do it. 

 For 19 years, Dreier has operated the 
10-by-10-foot Ritta’s Burritos booth at 
Saturday Market and other regional events. 
Despite its nomadic nature, the booth has 
been a money-maker. 

 “I can say there’s some booths down at 
Saturday Market—food booths—that are 
probably happy to make $400 on a Satur-
day, and I would say there’s several Satur-
day Market vendors that can—on a really, 
really busy day—reach probably $1,800 
dollars on a Saturday,” she said. “And I’m 
one of the top-grossing vendors at Saturday 
Market and always have been.”   

  Earnings 
 Most business reporters regularly write earnings stories. The focus for most 

earnings stories is how the company performed in the quarter, or the year, com-
pared to the previous quarter or year. Readers, and investors, will also want to 
know how the performance compared to Wall Street analyst expectations. 

 In addition, many companies will hold a conference call with analysts and 
investors on the day that they release their earnings numbers. Business reporters 
listen to those calls to get a sense of whether these Wall Street pros are happy or 
angry about the results. Sometimes the companies will also give guidance—either 
in the earnings release or on the conference call—about future earnings. That’s 
news that could move a company’s stock price. 

 Earnings fi gures are available for all public companies as they are required to 
fi le them regularly with the government.  

  M&A 
 Merger and acquisition stories frequent the news pages as companies are in-

creasingly devouring one another or merging to form a single entity. Usually, the 
news is broken by a press release or a news conference. 

 These stories have serious consequences in the communities of the affected 
companies. A deal may lead to layoffs, or it could mean that a community would 
lose company headquarters to another city, says Chris Roush, who teaches busi-
ness journalism at the University of North Carolina. He says M&A stories should 
answer these questions:

    1. What is the total price and the per share price of the deal?  

   2. Is the acquisition paid for with cash, stock, debt or a combination?  
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   3. If a stock transaction, what is the exchange ratio?  

   4. How does this price compare with similar transactions in the industry?  

   5. Who must approve the deal, and when will it be completed?  

   6.  What’s the reason for the deal? Does it make the company the largest in the 
industry or business line?  

   7. How did investors react to the acquisition announcement?  

   8. Will specifi c competitors be affected?  

   9.  Did the stock trading activity of the companies involved in the deal increase 
shortly before the deal was announced?  

   10. Will the deal be accretive or dilutive to the acquiring company?   

            Puff Pieces 

  The wall that separates the advertising and editorial departments at stations 
and newspapers is more than physical. It is a moral separation that says the news 
columns and news personnel are not for sale. 

 Advertising salespeople sometimes promise an advertiser a story about a store 
expansion or about the cashier who has spent 25 years behind the Hamburger 
Heaven checkout counter. When the publisher orders a story, the piece is known 
as a BOM (business offi ce must). 

 These stories are considered free advertising. Still, it could be argued that some 
of these events can make good stories. The perceptive business reporter sent to 
interview the hardware merchant who is enlarging his store might fi nd that the 
store owner is staking his last dime on this gamble to keep from losing business 
to the Wal-Mart outside town. And the Hamburger Heaven cashier could become 
a human-interest story.   

  Writing About the Economy 

  A few pages back we listened in on the Ryan and Goldensohn families as they 
discussed how new interest rates would affect whether the Ryans bought a house 
or rented and whether young Robert Goldensohn would go to an expensive private 
college or enroll in a community college. The news stories they read were about 
the economy, which increasingly is part of the business reporter’s coverage. 

 Economics reporting helps readers understand issues that affect their fi nances, 
says Roush. It takes many forms, he says, ranging from an explanation of how the 
infl ation rate affects the wallet and pocketbook to why the unemployment rate is 
growing or declining.  

   Data as Story Source 
 Economic newswriting is based mostly on data compiled by the federal gov-

ernment. Reporters take these fi gures and put them in human terms, as we have 

  Sources, Rewrites 
And Buried Leads     

 James McNair has spent 
many years on the business 
beat for  The Miami Herald.  
Here are some of his obser-
vations about coverage:  

I have a problem with 
the motives of sources. I 
have to say that reporters’ 
independence is under 
attack constantly by cor-
porations that aim to have 
news slanted in a certain 
way. . . .  

Business reporters give 
away their independence 
most often without accept-
ing any forms of gratis or 
goodwill that shows in their 
stories. These are often 
nothing more than rewrites 
of a corporate press release, 
which is a carefully crafted, 
heavily lawyered statement, 
notorious for its omissions 
and distractions.  

When corporations 
speak of “rationalizations 
of operations,” report-
ers don’t always know to 
ask, “How many work-
ers are going to be laid 
off?” When corporations 
hire investment bankers 
who examine options to 
enhance shareholder value, 
that item might be buried 
or omitted in the story 
when it’s probably the lead: 
The company is for sale.    

  Sources, Rewrites 
And Buried Leads     

 James McNair has spent 
many years on the business 
beat for  The Miami Herald.  
Here are some of his obser-
vations about coverage:  

I have a problem with 
the motives of sources. I 
have to say that reporters’ 
independence is under 
attack constantly by cor-
porations that aim to have 
news slanted in a certain 
way. . . .  

Business reporters give 
away their independence 
most often without accept-
ing any forms of gratis or 
goodwill that shows in their 
stories. These are often 
nothing more than rewrites 
of a corporate press release, 
which is a carefully crafted, 
heavily lawyered statement, 
notorious for its omissions 
and distractions.  

When corporations 
speak of “rationalizations 
of operations,” report-
ers don’t always know to 
ask, “How many work-
ers are going to be laid 
off?” When corporations 
hire investment bankers 
who examine options to 
enhance shareholder value, 
that item might be buried 
or omitted in the story 
when it’s probably the lead: 
The company is for sale.    

Rev.Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch23_450-472.indd   457men11994_ch23_450-472.indd   457 1/18/10   9:57:05 AM1/18/10   9:57:05 AM



458 Part Five Accidents to Education

seen in the Ryan and Goldensohn stories. Roush lists these economics stories that 
are regularly reported:

    1. The unemployment rate for the state or metropolitan statistical area.  

   2. The consumer price index, which measures infl ation.  

   3.  Consumer confi dence, which details how likely consumers will spend their 
money in the future.  

   4.  Interest rate changes, which affect how much interest consumers pay when 
they borrow money to buy homes, cars or make other large purchases.  

   5. Trade, which documents how the economy imports and exports goods.  

   6.  The gross domestic product, which measures the growth or decline of the 
nation’s economy on a monthly basis.    

  Dig into the Data   Numbers sometimes do not speak for themselves. They must 
be interpreted by the knowledgeable reporter. For example, the unemployment 
rate is often cited as a key to the health of the economy. But it should be handled 
with care. The rate does not include the number of jobless who are not looking 
for work. When they do join the job hunt, the unemployment rate goes up. Roush 
cautions that this may be a sign of a stronger economy because it could indicate 
that some of the previously discouraged jobless may fi nd hope in a resurgent 
economy. 

 As is the case with most business and economy stories, the reality might be 
uncovered by talking to the individuals involved, in this case jobless men and 
women. 

 Reporters also watch the actions of the Federal Reserve Board, which has the 
authority to raise or lower interest rates. The Fed typically lowers interest rates to 
spur economic growth. It raises interest rates when it believes that the economy 
is growing too fast. Higher rates means that consumers will pay more in interest 
when they purchase a home or car using credit. But it also means that the interest 
on savings such as certifi cates of deposit also goes up.     

  The Reporter’s Requirements 

  The business reporter is a specialist who feels at home with numbers and is not 
frightened by lengthy reports and press releases, many of which contain rates, per-
centages, business and consumer indexes and the jargon of the business world. 

 Among the skills and attitudes the business reporter takes to the job is the rec-
ognition of the power business exerts and the willingness to ask tough questions 
when the numbers do not add up or the answers do not make sense. Along with 
this, the reporter has a healthy skepticism that keeps him or her from being awed 
by the muscle and money that business power generates.    

   Corporate Raider   The business reporter approaches the money managers and 
manipulators with the same objectivity and distance that any reporter takes on 
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an assignment. In his profi le of a corporate raider, Michael A. Hiltzik of the  Los 
Angeles Times  was able to fi nd sources and anecdotes to get to the heart of his 
subject, Irwin L. Jacobs of Minneapolis. Jacobs acquires and merges companies, 
usually at great profi t. 

 Jacobs usually would pledge to operate rather than to dismantle the fi rms “on the 
insight that Americans lionize industrialists and not liquidators,” Hiltzik says. For his 
piece, Hiltzik was able to show that Jacobs dismantled one fi rm in 17 days, despite 
his promise to operate Mid American Bancorporation of Minnesota “for his children 
and his children’s children,” the story said. Jacobs’ profi t: an estimated $4 million.  

  Sour Investment   Specialist though he or she may be, the business reporter 
must know much more than the world of fi nance. When Hiltzik was assigned to 
cover the tribulations of a precious metals investment fi rm, he had to look through 
court documents with the same scrupulous and knowledgeable attention a court-
house reporter gives the records. Hiltzik found in one of the documents a human-
interest lead to his story about the complicated activities of the fi rm. 

 He began his lengthy account of Monex International Ltd. with the story of 
Kathleen Ann Mahoney, a professional singer who was living in Newport Beach, 
Calif., when she bought $10,000 worth of silver through Monex. The price of 
silver went up, and Hiltzik reports, she “invested another $12,000, then another 
$10,000, and then her last $13,000, relying on what she says was a Monex sales-
man’s pitch that silver prices were rising so fast they might earn $100,000 for her 
over a year’s time.” The price of silver reached $50 an ounce. 

 “Four days later, Mahoney was wiped out. Silver had plunged to $28, and the 
crash had taken most of her investment with it,” Hiltzik wrote.    

These 391-foot windmills—67 
of them—tower over the Kansas 
plains. “You’re inside a house and 
you can’t even hear it,” says Jerry 
King. The windmills are owned 
by Kansas City Power & Light and 
have a production capacity of 
100.5 megawatts.

 Steven Hausler,  The Hays Daily News  

 Richard Adee runs the Adee 
Honey Farm, one of 160 beekeep-
ers in South Dakota. The state 
produces more than 21 million 
pounds of honey a year, sec-
ond in the nation behind North 
Dakota (35 million pounds). 

Greg Latiza

 Modern and Traditional   
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  Sources of Information 

  Most reporters deal with public offi cials. Laws and a long tradition have made 
the public sector public.       

 The business world, however, is generally private, secretive and authoritarian. 
The head of a company can order his or her employees not to talk to reporters. 
Because businesspeople usually are in competition, secrecy is a natural part of 
business life. True, businesses are required to fi le many kinds of reports with 
various governmental agencies, and these are excellent sources of information. 
But in the day-to-day coverage of the beat, the business reporter must cultivate 
human sources.  

   Human Sources 
 Good contacts and sources can be made among the following:

    • Bank offi cers, tellers.  

  Savings and loan offi cials.  

  Chamber of Commerce secretaries.  

  Union leaders.  

  Securities dealers.  

  Financial analysts.  

  Real estate brokers.  

  Trade organization offi cials.  

  Teachers of business, economics.  

  Transportation company offi cials.  

  Federal and state offi cials in agencies such as the Small Business 
Administration, Commerce Department, various regulatory agencies.  

   • Employees and former employees.       

  Two Types of Companies     

  Publicly Held   Company is owned by investors who bought its stock. Stock 
is traded on exchange or market where its price or market value is determined 
by what investors pay to own it. A publicly held company must fi le documents 
with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) and publish annual reports, 
which are sources of information for reporters.  

  Privately or Closely Held   Company is usually controlled by a small group or a 
family. Stock is not publicly traded on an exchange. Value is set by owners, and 
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  Close-Mouthed     
 The owners of small 

businesses are the most 
reluctant to reveal profits 
and losses to reporters. 
Small business is the riskiest 
commercial enterprise, says 
Karen Hallows of George 
Mason University, and 
shows the largest numbers 
of bankruptcies as well as 
the highest returns. Few 
owners want to reveal that 
they are going down the 
drain or making a pot of 
money.    
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information is diffi cult to obtain. A privately held company may be regulated by a 
state or federal agency, which will have some information about it.     

  SEC Filings 

  All public companies, and many private companies, must fi le documents with 
the SEC on a regular basis, and these documents contain valuable information. 
The most common of these fi lings are:

    •  DEF 14A, or proxy statement:  An annual fi ling that invites all shareholders 
to the company’s annual meeting. It also includes details of the compensation 
of the top fi ve executives of a company, as well as board member business 
dealings with the company.  

   Form 4:  A document that discloses changes in the stock holdings of directors, 
offi ces and shareholders owning 10 percent or more of the company’s stock.  

   Form 8-K:  A report of an unscheduled material event of corporate changes 
that could be of importance to the shareholders. Examples include an acquisi-
tion, bankruptcy, change in the fi scal year, change in auditors or regulatory 
action against the company.  

   Form 10-K:  The annual report that the company fi les with the SEC. It provides 
a comprehensive overview of the company’s business. The report must be fi led 
within 75 days of the end of the company’s fi scal year.  

   Form 10-Q:  A report fi led quarterly. It includes unaudited fi nancial statements 
and provides a continuing view of the company’s fi nancial position during the 
year.  

   Form S-1:  A document fi led by a company desiring to go public. This is also 
known as the registration statement, and it is updated often.  

   •  Schedule 13D:  A form fi led by anyone acquiring ownership of at least 5 per-
cent of a company.     

   Cultivating Sources       
 On fi rst contact with a reporter, the business source is likely to be wary, says 

James L. Rowe Jr., of  The Washington Post.  “As a result, it is often diffi cult to 
gain the source’s trust. 

 “But if the reporter does his or her homework, learns what motivates business-
people, is not afraid to ask the intelligent questions but doesn’t have to ask the 
dumb one, more than enough sources will break down.” 

  Doing the Homework   Geanne Rosenberg, who teaches business journalism at 
the City University of New York, advises those who report on larger companies: 
“Read up on the business; look at recent news about the company; take a look at 
the company’s Web site and review recent press releases. Try to understand the 
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  Reporter Check     
 Before he will arrange 

an interview with a 
Securities and Exchange 
official, Chris Ullman, SEC 
spokesman, makes sure 
the reporter has some 
background knowledge. 
“There’s been an increase 
in the number of journal-
ists who expect to be 
spoon-fed on complex 
issues without having 
done their homework,” he 
says. “We’ve got to make 
sure there’s a base level of 
understanding.”    
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elements of the business—how many employees the company has, the location 
of its divisions, and how the divisions or parts are organized and fi t together, the 
management team, how long senior managers have been in their positions. 

 “If it is a public company, look at its stock performance and its fi lings with 
the Securities and Exchange Commission. These reveal a great deal about the 
company’s fi nancial health, its management team and any lawsuits it faces. 

 “Read up about any competitors, where the business fi ts into the general indus-
try, whether the company is an industry leader or laggard and whether the indus-
try is expanding or facing serious challenges.” 

 The reporter who does this homework will have no trouble impressing sources, 
who are reluctant to open up to reporters with scant knowledge. 

 When quoting a source, note all of the person’s business affi liations relevant 
to the story. In a banking story, it’s not enough to say that Professor Thomas 
Graham teaches economics at the state university. His membership on the board 
of directors of the First National Bank should also be included.         

 Chris Welles, a veteran business writer, says, “By far the most important 
sources on company stories are former executives. Unconstrained by the fear of 
being fi red if word gets out that they talked to you, they can be extremely forth-
coming about their former employer.” Competitors are another good source, as 
are suppliers, the managers of investment portfolios, bankers and others who are 
likely to know the company’s fi nancial situation, such as the fi nancial analysts 
who prepare reports on public corporations. 

 In interviews, Welles will share his problems in obtaining material. “Most peo-
ple are predisposed to respond favorably to someone who, in a non-threatening 
way, asks for a little help.” Welles says he listens “with great interest and sympa-
thy.” He says that “sources have a great deal of trouble terminating a conversation 
with someone who seems to be hanging on their every word.”   

  Physical Sources 
 The city and county keep excellent records of real estate transfers, and the 

assessor’s offi ce has the valuation of real property and of the physical plant and 
equipment—whatever is taxed. The sales tax shows how much business a fi rm is 
doing. Many local governments issue business licenses on which the principals 
involved are named and other information is given. 

 State governments also issue business licenses. State boards license barbers, 
engineers, cosmetologists, doctors, morticians, lawyers, accountants and others. 
These agencies usually keep basic information about the businesses they oversee. 

 The state corporation commission or the secretary of state will have the names, 
addresses and sometimes the stock held by directors of corporations incorporated 
in the state and of fi rms that do a large amount of business in the state. The com-
pany’s articles of incorporation and bylaws are also on fi le. Insurance companies 
are regulated by states and companies fi le their annual reports with the state insur-
ance department. 

 For a list of Web sites for federal agencies that are useful to the reporter cover-
ing business and the economy, see  Useful Sites  in  NRW Plus.    

  Exceptions     
“My general practice 

when examining a financial 
document is to look for the 
exceptions, the deviations. 
Few journalists are trained 
accountants or can know 
much about every single 
industry they cover, so the 
trick is to look for numbers 
that stand out: If the debt a 
company is carrying varies 
each year—$80 million, 
$75 million, $85 million, 
$300 million; if companies 
A, B, and C in the cosmetics 
industry record profit mar-
gins of about 8 percent and 
company D is 4 percent, or 
15 percent, there’s a story.” 

— Michael Hiltzik, 
Los Angeles Times    
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     Bankruptcies 

  The commercial on the all-news radio station is friendly, helpful. “Deep in 
debt? Let us help you with your bankruptcy fi ling.” The commercial goes on to 
tell the listener that bankruptcy is benign, no headaches afterward. The soothing 
voice of the announcer indicates everyone is doing it. Well, not exactly. But a lot 
of people in debt are: In 20 years, bankruptcy fi lings went from 200,000 to more 
than 1.3 million a year. 

 In 2005, revisions to the bankruptcy code were proposed by credit card 
and auto fi nance companies that made it more diffi cult to fi le for bankruptcy 
court protection. Despite the opposition of unions and representatives of 
low-income groups, the revisions were enacted by Congress. The result: The 
annual number of bankruptcy fi lings declined by 70 percent in the next two 
years. But the number of fi lings began to increase in 2008 as the recession 
took hold. 

 Most people who fi le are in deep fi nancial trouble, and this is where there are 
stories. A local merchant opens a jewelry store with high hopes, and within a year 
he fi les. Why? Was it a poor location? Did he fail to have suffi cient funds for a 
varied stock? Did a chain store open and undercut his prices?      

  Credit Card Debts   There are personal bankruptcies as well as company fi l-
ings, many of them the result of credit card debt that fi nally overwhelms the card-
holders. It’s estimated that almost 60 million households carry a credit card debt 
of more than $7,000 from month to month. Interest on credit cards can average 
18 percent. 

 Home, Business 
Closures Widen   

In cities and towns across 
the country, homes and busi-
nesses shuttered during the 
recession. Especially hard 
hit were California, Arizona, 
Nevada and Florida.

Joel Sartore,  The Wichita Eagle 
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 College students are big on credit cards, and there are stories there, too. Many 
students carry three, four, fi ve cards so that when they reach the maximum credit 
allowance on one they use another, and then another. 

 Many credit card issuers make no check of applicants’ ability to pay. A fourth 
of households with less than $10,000 annual income have credit card debt as do 
more than 40 percent of those with income from $10,000 to $25,000.     

  Reading 

  Daily reading of  The Wall Street Journal  is necessary for the business reporter. 
Written for businesspeople and those with some involvement in fi nancial mat-
ters, the stories nevertheless are written in everyday language. The newspaper is 
both record keeper for the business community and its watchdog. Its investigative 
reporting is among the best in the country. 

  BusinessWeek,  a weekly business newsmagazine, is staffed by journalists with 
a good command of business, fi nance and economics. The magazine concentrates 
on the major industries and companies. Its long articles are aimed at the men 
and women who are in executive posts in business.  Fortune  magazine and  The 
Economist  are also avidly read by business journalists. 

  Forbes  is addressed to investors, people who own stock in companies. The 
 Journal, BusinessWeek,  and  Forbes  are pro-business. Although they do go after 
the bad apples in the barrel, they never question the barrel, the system itself, as 
former  Journal  staffer Kent MacDougall puts it. The most pro-business publica-
tion is  Nation’s Business,  which is published by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
and the National Association of Manufacturers. 

 Many publications have online versions of their newspapers and magazines.  

  Here are some suggestions from Henry Dubroff, a veteran 
business editor:

   Become a fi nancial news junkie. Pay attention to devel-
opments on your beats even if there is no obvious local 
angle.  

  Look for hidden hooks in releases and routine earnings 
announcements. Hint: Read the last line fi rst.  

  Use your sources for insight, not necessarily quotes.  

  Be comfortable with basic fi nancial terms.  

  Never be afraid to go back to a company or a source two 
or three times to get the whole story.  

•

•

•

•

•

 Covering the Business Beat Better 

  The best stories often are the ones that break late on 
your beat.  

  Learn from reading and rereading major publications like 
 The Wall Street Journal, Forbes  and  Barron’s.  Not just 
for content but for how they approach a big research 
project or for how they tell a story.  

  It’s always better to get off the phone and get on the 
streets to actually see what a company looks like up 
close and personal.     

•

•

•
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   References 
 A good local library or any business school library at a college or university 

will have the following references that business reporters fi nd useful:        

    Dun and Bradstreet directories:  One covers companies with capital under 
$1 million; another is for those whose capital exceeds $1 million. (Provides 
address, corporate offi cers, sales, number of employees.)  

   Who Owns Whom:  To fi nd the parent company of a fi rm you are checking.  

   Standard & Poor’s Register of Corporations, Directors and Executives.   

   Moody’s Manuals.   

   Standard & Poor’s Corporation Record:  Seven volumes of basic informa-
tion on almost every publicly traded stock.    

 Most of these references are available online.    

  Enterprise 

  Don Moffi tt, a  Wall Street Journal  editor, says that business reporters “should 
consider that they have a license to inquire into the nuts and bolts of how people 
make a living and secure their well-being. 

 “For a local paper, the fortunes of the community’s barbers, auto mechanics, 
bankers and public servants are business stories. Business is how people survive. 

 “If people are falling behind in their mortgage payments, show how and why 
they are falling behind, how they feel about it and what they’re trying to do about 
it,” he says. 

 “Local government fi nancing and spending is, in part, a business story. Who’s 
making money off the local bond issues, and why? Is the bank keeping the coun-
ty’s low-interest deposits and using the cash to buy the county’s high-yielding 
paper? Who suffers when the township cuts the budget, or can’t increase it? Show 
how they suffer.” 

 Steve Lipson, business news writer for  The Times-News,  develops ideas for sto-
ries by a simple technique—keeping his eyes open. “I read ads, I notice changes 
in the businesses where I shop. I count the number of cars in a car dealer’s lot, and 
I look at what people wear, eat and drink,” Lipson says. 

 “I look for unique stories,” he says. He did one on the growing popularity of 
potato-skin appetizers. “This big boost to potato consumption would land some-
one in the Idaho Hall of Fame if anyone knew who was responsible. Alas, my 
story found no one really knows.” 

 Ideas can turn up anywhere, even in the small print in the back of the business 
section under “Foreign Exchange.” The fi gures show how much the U.S. dollar 
is worth abroad. The exchange rates affect business. To see how, consult  The 
Dollar’s Value Abroad  in  NRW Plus.      

•

•

•

•

•

  Five F’s     
Bloomberg News, a 

worldwide business and 
financial news service, tells 
its reporters:   

Be  first  to report 
the news. Be  fastest  to 
report the details. Be the 
most  factual.  Have the 
 final  word; be the defini-
tive source. What does 
an event indicate for the 
 future?  Explain today’s 
news in the context of 
tomorrow’s.    
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  Municipal Bonds 

  The school system and the city, county and state often decide on major con-
struction projects. To fi nance them, large amounts of money have to be raised by 
selling bonds. 

 The bond story involves interest rates, the fi nancial standing or rating of the 
local government and related matters that may seem complex for readers but that 
can be simplifi ed with good reporting. First, check the rating of the governmental 
unit. 

 If the local government is not rated fi nancially healthy, the bonds would not 
be seen as a good investment. To attract buyers of the bonds, the interest rate then 
would have to be set high. Just half of 1 percent more in interest could mean mil-
lions of dollars more that the taxpayers will have to pay in interest over the life 
of the bonds. 

 Reporters can learn about the health of the local government by examining two 
kinds of documents, the bond prospectus and the analysis by the rating agencies:

    Prospectus:  This document is required by law for the information of poten-
tial investors. It contains considerable information about the government 
entity offering the bonds.  

   Rating:  The government entity’s debt (which is what a bond is) is rated by 
organizations such as Moody’s and Standard & Poor’s. The lower the rating, 
the higher the interest rate on the bonds and the greater the cost to taxpayers. 
Reporters can obtain these ratings.      

  University Bonds 

  Almost all governments issue bonds and so do many private entities. Your uni-
versity probably has issued bonds for a dormitory or classroom construction, pos-
sibly for building a stadium or fi eld house. Just as governments that issue bonds 
are rated, so are colleges and universities. Some are given high ratings, others less 
than the best. Here is a story about a rating one university was given:       

  Hospitals, Too     
 “Standard & Poor’s 

today announced it has 
lowered from BBB to 
BBB– Englewood Hospital 
and Pascack Valley Hospital 
bond ratings because the 
market has become so 
competitive that hospitals 
are trying to gain market 
share by providing a wider 
range of costly services and 
specialty care.”    

  Hospitals, Too     
 “Standard & Poor’s 

today announced it has 
lowered from BBB to 
BBB– Englewood Hospital 
and Pascack Valley Hospital 
bond ratings because the 
market has become so 
competitive that hospitals 
are trying to gain market 
share by providing a wider 
range of costly services and 
specialty care.”    

  Moody’s Investors Service has down-
graded the University of Central Arkansas’ 
debt rating in part because of millions 
of dollars in debts students owe UCA, 
unfunded scholarship spending and a sev-
erance package for former UCA President 
Lu Hardin. 

 New York–based Moody’s lowered the 
rating on $83.9 million of UCA’s revenue 
bonds to A3 from A2 and has placed the 
rating on its watch list for further potential 

downgrades. According to Moody’s, UCA 
has $91.8 million in rated debt. 

 Investment banker Rush Harding III, 
chairman-elect of UCA’s board of trustees, 
said Wednesday that he had been concerned 
that UCA’s rating might drop even lower. He 
said A3 is still “an excellent credit rating” and 
added, “We’re as far from default as Pluto 
is from the sun.” “It’s still a quality, invest-
ment-related bond,” said Tom Courtway, 
UCA’s interim president. “We have some 
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challenges, and we’re well aware of those. 
That’s not been a secret.” 

 Courtway—who took offi ce Aug. 29, 
one day after Hardin announced he planned 
to resign from the presidency—said he does 
not believe the lower rating will “have any 

effect right now because we don’t have any 
bonds in the pipeline that we’re going to 
issue.” The Moody’s report also referred to 
a “substantial 107 percent increase in debt 
between 2002 and 2008 combined with 
declines in fi nancial resource levels.”  

 In good times, bonds can be easily repaid, says Thomas E. Calibeo, a senior 
vice president in the higher-education ratings group of Moody’s Investors Service. 
But when the stock market declines, revenue sources for universities—earnings 
from endowments, gifts and tuition—are pinched and it is more diffi cult to meet 
interest payments. 

          Skepticism and Doubt 

  “The business page is singularly marked by credulity,” says Bernard Nossiter, 
a veteran business reporter. “Corporate and even Treasury pronouncements are 
treated as holy writ. Corporate offi cials are likely to be regarded with awe, at least 
until they are indicted.”    

      One reason, he says, is that “reporters are literate rather than numerate,” more 
at home with words than with fi gures. 

 One of the stories business interests fi nd reporters eager to write is the new busi-
ness or development piece. Anything that promises new jobs or an expanding econ-
omy in town is snapped up, even when the venture is speculative. In Alexandria, 
Va., a developer put up a huge sign announcing an 800,000-square-foot offi ce 
building, and  The Washington Post  ran a picture and story. No tenant was ever 
signed up. Reporters need to dig deeper:

    •  Questions for new ventures:  What evidence is there of secure fi nancing? 
Who are the lenders?  

   •  Questions for developers:  What tenants have signed leases? Are they being 
given free rent? Have building permits been issued?    

 Morton Mintz, for many years a digging reporter at  The Washington Post  who 
exposed corporate greed that resulted in danger and death to the public, says that 
the press has failed to audit “impersonal crime committed by the large corporation.” 
He recalls the response of Alfred P. Sloan Jr., head of General Motors, when GM 
was urged to use safety glass for windshields, as Ford had been doing for years. 

 GM was using ordinary fl at glass, which, Mintz says, “breaks into shards, dis-
fi guring, slashing, killing.” Sloan’s response: 

  Accidents or no accidents, my concern on this matter is a matter of profi t and 
loss. . . . I am trying to protect the stockholders of General Motors and the Corpo-
ration’s operating position—it is not my responsibility to sell safety glass. . . . You 
can say, perhaps, that I am selfi sh, but business is selfi sh. We are not a charitable 
institution—we are trying to make a profi t for our stockholders.       

  Where Were They?     
 Media critics fault busi-

ness journalists for failing 
to report the practices of 
banks and other financial 
institutions that led to the 
economic meltdown at the 
end of the decade. They 
contend reporters failed to 
dig beyond news releases.    
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  Cheerleaders 
Condemned     

“. . . Jon Stewart 
whipped up a well-earned 
frenzy with an eight-minute 
‘Daily Show’ takedown 
of the stars of CNBC, the 
business network that ven-
erated our financial gods, 
plugged their stocks and 
hyped the bubble’s reckless 
delusions. (Just as it had in 
the dot-com bubble.) Stew-
art’s horrifying clip reel fea-
tured Jim Cramer reassuring 
viewers that Bear Stearns 
was ‘not in trouble’ just six 
days before its March 2008 
collapse; Charlie Gasparino 
lip-synching A.I.G.’s claim 
that its subprime losses 
were ‘very manageable’ in 
December 2007; and Larry 
Kudlow declaring last April 
that ‘the worst of this sub-
prime business is over.’ ”     

— Frank Rich,  
New York Times  columnist 
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  Stockholders’ Pressure   Publicly-held companies are owned by investors who 
have bought companies’ stock. Their interest is in the growth of the company 
and its dividends. If they feel the company they have invested in is not returning 
adequate dividends, the stockholders can call for executive changes, demand the 
sale of the fi rm or even liquidation. It was this pressure that led to the breakup of 
the Knight Ridder chain of 30 newspapers and the sale of the papers.     

 To learn how to read stock tables, see  Stock Tables  in  NRW Plus.              

  Numbers Count 

  Pauline Tai, former director of the Knight-Bagehot Fellowship Program in 
business journalism at Columbia University, says business reporters must be able 
to “analyze numbers. You can’t just accept what a CEO tells you. You should be 
able to calculate. You have to know how the CEO came to a fi gure and what it 
means. You just don’t take what you are being told as the truth. You have to look 
into it, and sometimes you have to stick your neck out and make judgments.” 

  Note:  More than a third of business executives polled by the Freedom Forum 
First Amendment Center said they regularly lie to the media. See  The Headline 
vs. The Bottom Line  by Mike Haggerty and Wallace Rasmussen, available from 
the Center at Vanderbilt University, 1207 18th Avenue, Nashville, TN 37212, 
(615) 321-9588. 

 The ability to blend the qualitative and the quantitative is essential to the busi-
ness journalist. Numbers alone do say a lot, but when these barometers are matched 
with human beings they take on dramatic signifi cance. When cities were beset with 
home foreclosures that swamped entire neighborhoods, reporters noted the fi gures 
and interviewed members of the families who had to surrender their homes. 

 To examine business stories that are concerned with numbers, see  Annual 
Report  and  Stories About Earnings  in  NRW Plus.    

  Better Stories     
 Paul Hemp of  The 

Boston Globe  makes these 
suggestions for improving 
business and economic 
stories:  

Avoid economic jargon.  
Defi ne economic terms.  
Use statistics sparingly.  
Humanize business 
news.  
Go beyond the press 
release.  
Get both sides.  
Show the signifi cance of 
statistics.    

•
•
•
•

•

•
•
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Here are the beginnings of three news releases. What do 
they have in common?

   United States Steel Corp. today announced a series of 
moves designed to ensure that its steel sector will con-
tinue as a major force in world steel markets for the bal-
ance of the century and beyond. . . .  

  Greenbelt Cooperative Inc.’s Board of Directors unani-
mously approved a plan to strengthen the organization’s 
fi nancial position and continue expansion. . . .  

  W & J Sloane, the retail furniture company long noted 
for its reputation for quality, style and trend-setting 

•

•

•

 Handout Watchout 

furniture, is once again taking the lead in the furniture 
industry. . . .   

 If you found the companies are about to report high 
earnings or an expansion, go to the rear of the class. 
The fi rms were all announcing bad news. U.S. Steel cut 
15,600 jobs and closed plants in several cities. Greenbelt 
closed its cooperative supermarkets and gas stations. 
And W & J Sloane closed a store and sharply reduced 
its range of furniture in other stores. All this was in the 
releases—buried. 
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  A Human Face 
On the Economy     

 With jobless numbers 
climbing, economic indica-
tors not promising, Peter S. 
Goodman spent time with 
an unemployed woman 
in San Jose, Calif., for his 
business-section story in 
 The New York Times.  He 
lets Dorothy Tomas, jobless 
and in a homeless shelter, 
speak:  

“If you had told me 
before that a person could 
look for a year and not 
find a job, I’d have said 
they were just lazy. Every 
day, I feel like I’m losing a 
piece of myself. . . .  

“Is it my age? Is it 
because I’ve gained 
weight?” (She had been 
visiting a nearby food 
bank.) “They give us 
cakes and cookies. Then 
you wonder why poor 
people are fat. They’re 
not giving us fruits and 
vegetables. . . .  

“When you get 
discouraged, it’s hard 
to recover. People who 
aren’t poor, it’s as if they 
think we don’t know 
what our lives are like 
and what’s happening to 
us. But we know. Poverty 
is like a prison without 
bars.”    

  acquisition  One company’s purchase 
of a majority interest in another company. 
It is not a synonym for merger. 

  assets  Anything of value the com-
pany owns or has an interest in. Assets 
usually are expressed in dollar value. 

  balance sheet  A fi nancial state-
ment that lists the company’s assets, 
liabilities and stockholders’ equity. It 
usually includes an  earnings  or  income 
statement  that details the company’s 
source of income and its expenses. 

  bankruptcy  The inability of a person 
or company to repay its debts. When a 
company fi les for Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
court protection, it does not mean that 
the company is going out of business. It 
is simply reorganizing its debt.       

  calendar  or  fi scal year  Some com-
panies report their income or do busi-
ness on the regular calendar year. Others 
do it on a fi scal year that could run from 
any one month to the same month a 
year later. Always ask if the companies 
do business on a fi scal or calendar year. 
If the answer is fi scal, ask the dates and 
why. You might fi nd out something 
unusual about the company. 

  capital expenditures  This is the 
amount of money a company spends on 
major projects, such as plant expansions 
or capacity additions. It is important 
to the company and the community 
as well. If the company is expanding, 
include it in the story. Frequently, such 
plans are disclosed in stock prospec-
tuses and other SEC reports long before 
the local paper gets its press release. 

  debt  The amount of money owed 
by a person or a company to another 
person or company. When a company 
sells bonds, it is commonly referred to 
as issuing debt. 

 Business Terms 

  earnings  Used synonymously with 
 profi t.  Earnings can be expressed in 
dollar terms (XYZ earned $40) or on 
a per-share basis (XYZ earned $1 per 
share for each of its 40 shares of stock). 
When used as an earnings fi gure, always 
compare it to the earnings for the same 
period in the prior year. For example, if 
you want to say XYZ earned $1 a share 
during the fi rst quarter, half or nine 
months of 2010, compare that with the 
50 cents per share the company earned 
in the fi rst quarter, half or nine months 
of 2009. That would be a 100 percent 
increase in profi t. 

  initial public offering  The fi rst sale 
of stock by a private company to the 
public. IPOs are often smaller, younger 
companies seeking to raise capital to 
expand. 

  liabilities  Debts of any kind. There 
are two types of liabilities: short term 
and long term. Companies consider 
anything that has to be paid off within 
a year a short-term liability and anything 
over a year a long-term liability. 

  merger  The combining of two or 
more companies, generally by offer-
ing the stockholders of one company 
securities in the acquiring company 
in exchange for the surrender of their 
stock. Rarely are mergers equal for both 
companies. 

  ongoing concern  A statement 
made by independent auditors that 
raises doubts about the company’s ability 
to operate in the future. 

  sales  or  revenues  These terms are 
used synonymously in many compa-
nies. A bank, for example, doesn’t have 
sales. It has revenues. A manufacturer’s 
sales and revenues frequently are the 
same thing, unless the company has 
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some income from investments it made. 
Always include the company’s sales in a 
story with its earnings. If you say a com-
pany earned $40 in 2010 compared to 
$30 in 2009, you also should tell the 
reader that the profi t was the result of a 
100 percent increase in the company’s 
sales, from $100 in 2009 to $200 in 
2010. Use both sales and earnings fi g-
ures. Don’t use one and not the other. 

  short selling  The selling of a secu-
rity that the seller does not own, or any 
sale that is completed by the delivery of 
a security borrowed by the seller. Short 
selling is a legitimate trading activity. 
Short sellers assume the risk that they 
will be able to buy the stock at a more 
favorable price than the price at which 
they sold short. 

  stockholders’ equity  This is the 
fi nancial interest the stockholders have 
in the company once all of its debts are 
paid. For example, say XYZ company 
has assets of $1,000 and total debts 
of $600. The company’s stockholders’ 
equity is $400. If that fi gure is expressed 
on a per-share basis, it is called  book 
value.  (If XYZ had issued 40 shares of 
stock, each share would have a book 
value of $10.) 

   Useful Government Terms 
  debt  The total of all defi cits. It is 

covered by debt obligations such as 
treasury bonds and bills. 

  defi cit  The difference between 
expenditures and revenues.   

    Depth Reporting        
 The Founding Fathers were concerned about the dangers of a strong cen-

tral government. They could not have imagined the power that business would 
acquire. International banks and the conglomerates exercise enormous infl uence 
over the lives of people everywhere, and this power is worthy of scrutiny by the 
press in its role as watchdog. 

 Such examination starts at the local level. How much power do local real 
estate dealers and contractors have over planning and zoning decisions? What 
role does money play in elections? Does local government really have to give 
businesses and developers tax write-offs and abatements as an incentive? Is the 
tax structure equitable or does it fall too heavily on families, working people, 
home owners? In states with natural resources, is the severance tax properly 
balanced with other taxes, or are the extractive industries penalized or given 
preferential treatment? 

 Business reporters who dig deeply can come up with answers to some of these 
questions. Their articles are called public service journalism, journalism that 
gives people insights into the deep currents that swirl about us and are, to most of 
us, impenetrable.    

  Regulatory Agencies     
 All levels of govern-

ment regulate business. 
Local laws prescribe health, 
fire and safety regulations 
to which businesses must 
adhere. The state regulates 
some banks, savings and 
loan institutions, insurance 
companies and public utili-
ties. State licensing boards 
also regulate the trades and 
professions.  

At the federal level, 
businesses are regulated 
by several agencies, among 
them the Securities and 
Exchange Commission. For 
the key documents large 
businesses must file with 
the SEC that are useful to 
reporters, see  SEC Filings  
in  NRW Plus.     

  Regulatory Agencies     
 All levels of govern-

ment regulate business. 
Local laws prescribe health, 
fire and safety regulations 
to which businesses must 
adhere. The state regulates 
some banks, savings and 
loan institutions, insurance 
companies and public utili-
ties. State licensing boards 
also regulate the trades and 
professions.  

At the federal level, 
businesses are regulated 
by several agencies, among 
them the Securities and 
Exchange Commission. For 
the key documents large 
businesses must file with 
the SEC that are useful to 
reporters, see  SEC Filings  
in  NRW Plus.     

Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch23_450-472.indd   470men11994_ch23_450-472.indd   470 12/22/09   5:34:27 PM12/22/09   5:34:27 PM



Chapter 23 Business Reporting 471

   Further Reading 

 Cohan, William D.  House of Cards, A Tale of Hubris and Wretched 
Excess on Wall Street.  New York: Doubleday, 2009.  

In 2008, the country’s fi fth largest investment bank collapsed, 
the beginning of the credit crisis that developed into the worldwide 
fi nancial meltdown. Cohan “gives us in these pages a chilling, almost 
minute-by-minute account of the 10, vertigo-inducing days that . . . 
revealed Bear Stearns to be a fl imsy house of cards in a perfect storm,” 
writes Michiko Kakutani in  The New York Times.  Cohan, a journalism 
school graduate who also wrote  The Last Tycoons,  has “a reporter’s 
investigative instincts and a natural storyteller’s narrative command,” 
Kakutani writes. 

 Eichenwald, Kurt.  Conspiracy of Fools: A True Story.  New York: 
Broadway, 2005.  

In 1999, Enron, the Houston-based energy company, pledged 
$100 million to name the new Houston Astros baseball park “Enron 
Field.” Thirty-two months later, Enron declared bankruptcy. This 
is the story of the company’s implosion by a  New York Times  busi-
ness reporter. Eichenwald made exhaustive use of documents and 
conducted scores of interviews for this story of greed and arrogance 
that cost employees their jobs and pensions and stockholders their 
investments. 

 Fink, Conrad.  Bottom Line Writing: Reporting the Sense of Dollars.  
Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 2000. 

 Galbraith, J. Kenneth.  The Affl uent Society.  Boston: Houghton Miffl in, 
1958. 

 Leckey, Andrew, and Allan Sloan.  The Best Business Stories of the Year: 
2003 Edition.  New York: Vintage Books, 2003. 

 Martin, Paul R.  The Wall Street Journal Guide to Business Style and 
Usage.  New York: Wall Street Journal Books, 2003. 

 Mintz, Morton.  At Any Cost.  New York: Pantheon Books, 1985. 
 Morris, Charles R.  The Sages: Warren Buffett, George Soros, Paul Volcker 

and the Maelstrom of Markets.  New York: Public Affairs, 2009.  
Morris analyzes the records of these three, whom he describes 

as beacons of judgment and wisdom in a fi eld of sweeping and sim-
plistic assumptions. He fi nds much in common—skepticism of Wall 
Street wisdom that markets are always right in the long run and the 
belief in the “effi cient-market model.” 

 Reed, Robert, and Glenn Lewin.  Covering Business: A Guide to Aggres-
sively Reporting on Commerce and Developing a Powerful Busi-
ness Beat.  Oak Brook, Ill.: Marion Street Press, 2005. 
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 Roush, Chris.  Profi ts and Losses: Business Journalism and Its Role in 
Society.  Oak Brook, Ill.: Marion Street Press, 2006. 

 ———.  Show Me the Money: Writing Business and Economic Stories 
for Mass Communication.  Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Asso-
ciates, 2004. 

 Silk, Leonard.  Economics in the Real World.  New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1985. 

 Smith, Adam.  The Money Game.  New York: Random House, 1976. 
 Smith, Rebecca, and John Emshwiller.  24 Days: How Two Wall Street 

Journal Reporters Uncovered the Lies That Destroyed Faith in 
Corporate America.  New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 

 Thompson, Terri, ed.  Writing about Business: The New Columbia 
Knight-Bagehot Guide to Economics and Business Journalism.  
New York: Columbia University Press, 2001. 

 Toffl er, Alvin and Heidi.  Revolutionary Wealth.  New York: Knopf, 2006. 
 The authors, known as futurists, describe the impact of the 

techno-revolution: massive wealth and worldwide changes.   
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 24  Local Government 
and Education 

   Preview 
 Local government reporters cover the actions of 

municipal agencies and departments and the interplay of 
citizens, interest groups and local government in making 
policy. Some areas of coverage are: 

 Budgets, taxes, bond issues. 
 Politics. 
 Zoning and planning. 

  • Education.  

 Reporters check on whether city agencies and depart-
ments are carrying out their responsibilities effi ciently, 
effectively and economically. 

•
•
•

 People are more interested in local events than in any other kind of news. 
They want to know what the city council did about the proposal for free down-
town parking, why the principal of the Walt Whitman High School was dis-
missed and how the new city manager feels about lowering the property tax. 

 Newspapers and stations respond to this interest by assigning their best 
reporters to key local beats, and usually the best of the best is assigned to 
city hall, the nerve center of local government. From city hall, elected and 
appointed offi cials direct the affairs of the community. They supervise street 
maintenance and construction, issue birth and death certifi cates, conduct 
restaurant inspections, collect and dispose of waste and collect parking 
meter coins. 

 The city hall reporter is expected to cover all these activities. To do this, 
the reporter applies his or her understanding of how local government 
works—the processes and procedures of agencies and departments, the 
relationship of the mayor’s offi ce to the city council, how the city auditor or 
comptroller checks on the fi nancial activities of city offi ces.  

Give voice to citizen participation in local 
government.

 Mike Roemer 
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   City Government Activities 

  The city government engages in many essential activities that the reporter covers:

   Authorization of public improvements such as streets, new buildings, bridges, 
viaducts.  

  Submission to the public of bond issues to fi nance these improvements.  

  Adoption of various codes, such as building, sanitation, zoning.  

  Issuance of regulations affecting public health, welfare and safety. Traffi c reg-
ulations come under this category.  

  Consideration of appeals from planning and zoning bodies.  

  Appointment and removal of city offi cials.  

  Authorization of land purchases and sales.  

  Awarding of franchises.  

  Adoption of the expense and capital budgets.    

 The city is a major buyer of goods and services and is usually one of the city’s 
largest employers. Its decisions can enrich some businesses, as indicated in the 
beginning of this story by Josh Getlin of the  Los Angeles Times:  

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

Follow the buck.
  During the last year, Los Angeles Coun-

cilman Howard Finn and his wife enjoyed a 
free weekend in Newport Beach and Coun-
cilwoman Peggy Stevenson was wined 
and dined at some of New York’s fi ner 
restaurants. 

 In both cases, Group W Cable TV 

offi cials were wooing council members to 
round up votes for the East San Fernando 
Valley franchise that could be worth $75 
million. 

 Lavish entertaining is just part of a multi-
million-dollar campaign by six fi rms to win 
the city’s last major cable franchise. . . .       

  Three Branches   The city is the creature of the state. The state assigns cer-
tain of its powers to the city, enabling the city to govern itself. The city has the 
three traditional branches of government—a judicial system and executive and 
legislative arms. In some cities, the executive is a powerful mayor who has con-
trol over much of the municipal machinery. In others, the mayor’s job is largely 
ceremonial. 

 Legislative branches differ, too. But for the most part, the city council or com-
mission has the power to act in the nine areas outlined above. The council or 
commission takes action in the form of ordinances and resolutions. An  ordinance  
is a law. A  resolution  is a declaration or an advisory that indicates the intention or 
opinion of the legislative branch. 

 An ordinance is  enacted:  “The city council last night enacted an ordinance 
requiring dog owners to have their pets inoculated against rabies.” A resolution 
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is  adopted:  “City commission members last night adopted a resolution to 
make June 18 Frances Osmond Day in honor of the longtime city clerk who 
died last Tuesday.”     

  Forms of Local Government 

  The city council–mayor system is the most common form of local government. 
In large cities, the mayor is usually a powerful fi gure in city government, the 
centerpiece of what is called the strong mayor system. In this system, the mayor 
appoints the heads of departments and all other offi cials not directly elected. This 
system enables the mayor to select the people he or she wants to carry out execu-
tive policies. 

 One way to classify local government is by the strength of the offi ce of the 
mayor, the power the chief executive has to initiate programs and policies. The 
two systems have variations:        

     Weak Mayor       Strong Mayor     

    Commission     Council-mayor   

   Commission-manager     Mayor-manager   

   Council-manager             

   Strong to Weak, Back to Strong 
 The weak mayor systems and the creation of the post of city manager were re-

actions to the misuse of power by strong mayors. To be elected and to hold offi ce, 
the mayor had to be an astute politician, not necessarily an able administrator. 
The wheelings and dealings of the strong mayors—exposed by such muckrakers 
as Lincoln Steffens—led people to reject a system that its critics said encouraged 
corruption. A movement toward less politicized and more effi cient local govern-
ment developed early in the 20th century. It took the form of the council-manager 
system. 

 The manager, who is hired by the council, is a professionally trained public 
administrator who attends to the technical tasks of running the city government—
preparing the budget, hiring, administering departments and agencies. Although 
the manager does increase the managerial effi ciency of local government, the sys-
tem has been criticized as insulating government from the electorate by dispers-
ing responsibility and accountability. Several cities have returned to the strong 
mayor system in an effort to place responsibility in the hands of an identifi able, 
elected offi cial. 

 An offshoot of the council-manager system is the mayor-manager plan, the 
most prevalent system today. This combines the strong mayor, politically respon-
sive to the electorate, with the trained technician-manager who carries out execu-
tive policies and handles day-to-day governmental activities.           

     Mayor Proposes, 
Legislators Decline  

  Mayor’s News 
Release:   

Mayor Richard M. Daley 
today outlined legislation 
the City will support in 
Springfield and Washing-
ton, D.C. to end the flow of 
illegal guns into Chicago.  

 Legislative Action:   
SPRINGFIELD—Despite a 

series of shooting deaths of 
Chicago public school stu-
dents, a big piece of Mayor 
Richard Daley’s gun pack-
age failed Wednesday in a 
House largely influenced by 
pro-gun lawmakers.

  The high-profile pro-
posal aimed at closing what 
Daley sees as a loophole 
in private handgun sales, 
failed two votes short.

  The measure would 
have required people who 
sell guns privately to first 
get background checks of 
potential buyers through 
licensed dealers.      
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Strong Mayor System
 The mayor appoints 

most department and 
agency heads and the 
city manager, who is 
responsible for day-to-day 
operations. 

Weak Mayor System
 The mayor serves as a 

member of the city council, 
which makes most of the 
major appointments of 
agency and department 
heads. The mayor’s powers 
are mostly ceremonial. 
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 In weak mayor systems, elected commissioners serve as the legislative branch 
and the executive branch. The commissioners are legislators and also head various 
municipal departments—fi nance, public works, public safety, planning, personnel. 

 Often, the commissioner of public safety also serves as mayor, a largely cer-
emonial post in this system. The commission form has been criticized for blurring 
the separation of powers between the legislative and executive branches. In the 
commission system, there is no single offi cial that the electorate can hold respon-
sible for the conduct of local affairs.    

  The Public Interest 

  As we saw, the city manager plan was initiated during a period of reform as 
a means of taking politics out of local government. Other means have been ad-
vanced: the nonpartisan ballot, extension of the merit system and career services 
to protect city jobs from being used for patronage, the payment of low salaries 
to mayors and council or commission members to take the profi t out of public 
service. Many cities have been the battlegrounds between the good government 
groups and their opponents, who contend that the result of taking power from 
party leaders and elected offi cials transfers power to nongovernmental groups and 
bureaucracies that are not answerable to the public. 

 There are a few identifi able public interests that most people agree upon. 
There can be a consensus on such matters as public safety and good roads. But 
the majority of issues resolve into a contest among differing special interests. The 
political process involves much more than the nomination and election of candi-
dates. We can defi ne the political process as the daily interaction of government, 
interest groups and the citizenry.   

  Participants in the Political Process 

  Professors Wallace S. Sayre of Columbia University and Herbert Kaufman of 
Yale put the political process in terms useful to the government reporter. They 
describe the participants as actors in a contest for a variety of goals, stakes, re-
wards and prizes. The police offi cer on the beat whose union is seeking to fend off 
reductions in the police force is an actor in the contest, as is the mother of three 
who is urging her school’s Parents Association to speak out for more crossing 
guards at an elementary school. They are as much a part of the political process as 
the mayor who journeys to the state capital to seek a larger slice of state funds for 
welfare and health or who decides to seek re-election and lines up backing from 
unions and ethnic groups. 

 We can group the participants in the city’s political process as follows:

    The political party leaders:  The leaders and their organizations have a strong 
hand in the nominating process, but the other participants have increased their power 
and infl uence as the political party has declined in importance in local elections. 
Insurgents sometimes capture nominations, and the leaders must compromise their 
choices for the highest offi ces in the interest of fi nding candidates who can win.  

•

     Religious Groups 
Major Players  

 Over the past two 
decades, the so-called Reli-
gious Right has emerged 
as a powerful participant in 
the political process. Here 
are the major organizations:

   Christian Broadcasting 
Network, The Rev. Pat 
Robertson,  www.cbn
.com   

  Focus on the Family, 
Dr. James C. Dobson, 
 www.family.org   

  Coral Ridge Ministries, 
The Rev. D. James Ken-
nedy,  www.coralridge
.org   

  Alliance Defense 
Fund, Alan Sears, 
  alliancedefensefund.org   

  American Family 
Association, The Rev. 
Donald Wildmon, 
 www.afa.net   

  American Center for 
Law and Justice, Jay 
Sekulow,  www.aclj.org   

  Family Research Coun-
cil, Tony Perkins,  www
.frc.org   

  Concerned Women for 
America, Tim and Beverly 
LaHaye,  www.cwfa.org   

  Traditional Values 
Coalition, The Rev. 
Louis P. Sheldon,  www
.traditionalvalues.org .   

The revenues these 
organizations receive annu-
ally range from more than 
$185 million for the Christian 
Broadcasting Network and 
more than $135 million for 
Focus on the Family to $6 mil-
lion to $10 million for the last 
three organizations above.    
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   Elected and appointed offi cials:  The mayor, members of the city council 
or commission and their administrators occupy key roles in governing the city. 
As the party’s power has waned, the mayor and the visible elected and appointed 
offi cials have become independent decision makers.  

   Interest (pressure) groups:  Every aspect of city policy making is monitored 
by one or more political interest groups. Business groups are especially interested 
in the school system and the tax structure. When a school district reported that 
66 percent of third-graders were reading at grade level compared to 88 percent in 
other districts, parents were concerned. So were real estate agents. Their reason: 
Poor schools would make it harder to sell homes in the district. 

 As for the city’s tax structure, real estate interests want a low property tax to 
attract home buyers. They will also want large and effi cient police and fi re depart-
ments because these keep insurance premiums low. 

 The banks are interested in policies about the city’s indebtedness because they 
are the buyers of the bonds and notes the city issues to pay for large-scale con-
struction projects such as roads and schools. Contractors push for public improve-
ments. The bar association checks on law enforcement and the judiciary. 

 Religious groups and educational organizations keep track of school poli-
cies. Medical and health professions examine the activities of the health depart-
ment. The nominating process and the election campaigns attract ethnic and labor 
groups as well as the good government groups. 

 Interest groups compete with each other to infl uence the city leadership and its 
bureaucracy, and this balances their infl uence. An interest group may control the 
decision making of a department or agency, as when, for example, the real estate 
interests take over the planning and zoning department or the banks and bond 
market control decisions about the sale of bonds.  

   Organized and professional bureaucracies:  City employees became 
independent of the party organization with the development of the merit system, 
unionization and the professionalization of city services. Police, fi refi ghters and 
teachers have been among the most active in infl uencing the political process.  

   Other governments:  The city government is in daily contact with a variety 
of other governmental units: the county, the state, the federal government, public 
authorities and special assessment districts. These governments are linked by a 
complex web of legal and fi nancial involvements. State approval is often neces-
sary for certain actions by the city. State and federal governments appropriate 
funds for such city services as education, health and welfare. City offi cials are 
almost always bargaining with other governmental units.  

   The press:  “The communication media provide the larger stage upon which 
the other participants in the city’s political contest play their parts with the gen-
eral public as an audience,” says Kaufman. But, he continues, the media “do more 
than merely provide the public stage.” They also take a direct part in the process. 
Having its own values, emphasis, stereotypes and preoccupations, the press is not 
an exact mirror or reporter, he says.    

•

•

•

•

•

     Covering the Candidates  
 The Nieman Watchdog 

Project asked journalists 
how to improve the cover-
age of political campaigns. 
Here are some of their 
suggestions:

   Cover issues rather than 
events.  

  Set agendas based on 
issues that are important 
to the public and aggres-
sively pursue responses 
from candidates.  

  Avoid he-said, she-said 
coverage.  

  Pay attention to how 
the votes are counted.  

  Don’t let candidates get 
away with platitudes 
and sound bites. Press 
them on issues.  

  Develop suffi cient back-
ground so that you can 
defi ne the relevant issues 
the candidates should 
address.  

  Get away from polls 
and focus groups. Walk 
the neighborhoods, talk 
to people of different 
race, class, gender.   

(The Nieman Founda-
tion awards fellowships to 
experienced journalists to 
study at Harvard.)    

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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    Auditing the Community 

  Along with covering the nine governmental activities listed at the 
beginning of this chapter, reporters keep tabs on the city’s economic 
and social conditions.            

   The Economy 
 Much of the community’s health depends on its economy—the 

availability of jobs, the ability of the city to meet its bonded indebt-
edness and to support fi rst-rate schools and services. Reporters use 
several measuring sticks to gauge the local economy:

   Employment and unemployment rates.  

  Housing construction and sales.  

  Telephone and utility connections.  

  Automobile sales.  

  Hotel and motel occupancy rates.  

  Sales tax revenues.    

 These factors also are considered by the agencies that rate the city’s credit. 
A high rating means the city will be able to sell bonds at a low interest rate. A 
low rating means the city is in poor fi nancial condition and will have to offer 
high interest rates as an inducement to buy its bonds, which furthers the city’s 
tight fi nancial condition. The local reporter regularly checks the city’s credit 
rating. 

  Job Search   The Bureau of Labor Statistics makes monthly checks on employ-
ment in every state and for large metropolitan areas. It calls people at their homes 
and asks if they are working; if not, whether they are looking for work. The BLS 
also questions employers about their payrolls. Are they growing, shrinking? 
It asks about wages. The results of these surveys provide reporters with what 
 Baltimore Sun  business reporter Jay Hancock says is “the single best piece of cur-
rent, state-based economic information you can get.” 

 The data for states and large cities are available from the BLS home page: 
 www.stats.bls.gov . Search for “employment data by state.” Hancock says not to 
base stories on a single month but to look for trends. You can take several recent 
months, strike an average and compare this average with the same months a year 
ago, fi ve years ago.   

  The Schools 
 Good schools help make the city fi nancially secure because industry and busi-

ness are attracted to communities with an educated work force. Telemarketing has 
created new business centers around the country to handle catalog orders, to make 

•

•

•

•

•

•

Choices
 “What I try to do is 

to show people that they 
have to choose, and my job 
is to make that choosing 
informed. I heard a saying 
once, ‘Choice is fate.’ You 
want more police? What 
do you have to give up to 
pay for them? You want 
smaller class size? Where’s 
the money to come from? 
From higher school taxes? 
Smaller pay raises for teach-
ers? Cutbacks in adminis-
trative costs? Our job is to 
see, understand and explain 
the consequences.”  

— City hall reporter  
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hotel reservations, to plan vacations, even to help computer owners get back on 
track. These businesses look for pockets of hardworking, well-educated people to 
do their work. 

 The “toll-free capital of the U.S.” is located in Omaha, where tens of thou-
sands of people work in telemarketing. South Dakota’s major industry is process-
ing credit card transactions. North Dakota workers handle half the reservations of 
a large travel company in Philadelphia. These areas are marked by above-average 
national test scores and high graduation rates for their high school students. 

 But the overall picture of educational attainment is bleak, according to a study 
by the Rand Corporation. The authors of the study, Sloan McCombs and Ste-
phen J. Carroll, write that educational reforms have helped raise reading achieve-
ment among children in the primary grades. “But many children are not moving 
beyond basic decoding skills—deciphering words and sounding them out—to 
fl uency and comprehension. . . . This trend is especially troubling because today’s 
adolescents (defi ned as students in the 4th through 12th grades) are facing a job 
market that demands high literacy and critical-thinking skills.” 

 Education reporters are following such studies as the one by Rand to see 
whether their local schools are offering children a fi rst-rate education.    

  The Demographics 

  Who lives in the city? What’s the average age of the population, the male–
female ratio, the income brackets, the educational attainment, the racial and ethnic 
makeup? What’s the birthrate, the deathrate? Is the infant mortality rate higher 
than the state or national average? What is killing people in the community, heart 
attacks, cancer, AIDS, accidents? 

 Reporters who seek the answers to these and related questions give the public 
an insight into the changing nature of their communities and the consequences 
of these changes. As the Hispanic population grew in many states, political ten-
sions developed, among these a battle for power between African-American and 
Hispanic blocs. Though both are minority groups, each has a distinct political 
agenda. 

 The Hispanic population is larger and growing faster than the black population. 
It makes up 15.1 percent of the U.S. population; the black population is 13.5 per-
cent of the total population. See  Demographics  in  NRW Plus  for the way a mid-
western newspaper handled the infl ux in its area.     

  Guidelines 

  In addition to covering the breaking news in the community—city council 
meetings, school board decisions, zoning actions—what should the local reporter 
look for so that citizens can tell whether the community is meeting their needs? 
What guidelines can we establish? 

 An African proverb states, “It takes a whole village to raise a child.” This can 
be our starting point: How well is the community protecting, nurturing, educating 
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   From Idyllic Village 
To Urban Nightmare   

“. . . Not only are the streets domi-
nated by the criminal element, but the 
schools and the housing projects as 
well. One’s life is up for grabs, one’s 
children will either be victimized by 
the criminal element or recruited into 
criminal enterprise. Almost nothing 
can be done to help the law-abiding 
majority of the ghetto unless and until 
crime and the drug trade are brought 
under control. . . .” 

 —Irving Kristol,  The Wall Street Journal.  

Right, Mel Finkelstein, 
©  New York Daily News,  Inc. 

Above right, Larry C. Price, 
 The Philadelphia Inquirer Magazine.  

Above left, The Plumas County Museum.  
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and caring for its children? Here are some indexes that help us establish quality of 
life guidelines for children:

    Health:  infant mortality rate, percentage of low-birth-weight infants, percent-
age of births to teens, number of physicians per 10,000 population.  

   Economics:  unemployment rate, percentage of children in poverty, median 
family income.  

   Crime:  violent crimes per 1,000 population, property crimes per 1,000, 
juvenile arrests.  

   Education:  student–teacher ratio, dropout rate, scores on national tests 
(ACT, SAT, NAEP).  

   Physical environment:  number of bad air days, pounds of toxic releases per 
1,000 population, hazard ranking (toxic wastes).    

   All of these fi gures are available to the journalist from online sources. 
 For city rankings, see  The Good and the Not So Good,   NRW Plus.  Also, see 

 State Rankings  for a list of the most and least livable states based on data in 
44 categories.   

  Politics 

  Many of the most important issues that face communities are settled in elec-
tions. Candidates and their parties differ in the solutions they offer, and it is the 
task of the reporter covering politics to make clear the positions that defi ne and 
differentiate the candidates so that an informed choice can be made. 

 Politics and government have been given a bad name over the years, and some 
reporters approach coverage with a disdain for the whole affair. When Presi-
dent Clinton remarked, “Government is not the solution,” the historian Stephen 
Ambrose responded, “The government surely was the solution to the Depression 
and in World War II and on the civil-rights front and on providing a decent life 
for old folks in this country.”              

  Penetrating the Package   Jena Heath of the  Austin American-Statesman  
describes political reporting as the “push and pull between the candidate’s need 
to control the message and our need to tell the real story.” She found candidates 
aim their messages to “the TV folks, the real power in a business where beaming 
a neatly packaged candidate into voters’ living rooms is the bottom line.” 

 It is, of course, the reporter’s job to shave away the fl uff and get behind the 
camoufl age.  

  Self Study   It is also the reporter’s job to look within to see whether his or her 
attitudes and biases obstruct coverage. Everyone carries preferences, sympathies, 
likes and dislikes through life. For the reporter covering politics, personal feel-
ings cannot be allowed to infl uence coverage. 

  Equal Time?  
Campbell Brown, a 

CNN anchor, says journal-
ists have become “overly 
obsessed with parity, espe-
cially when we’re covering 
politics. We kept making 
sure each candidate got 
equal time—to the point it 
got ridiculous.”  

She says:  

  So when you 
have Candidate A 
saying the sky is blue 
and Candidate B 
saying it’s a cloudy 
day, I should be able 
to tell my viewers, 
“Candidate A is 
wrong, Candidate 
B is right.” And not 
have to say, “Well, 
you decide.” That 
would be like I’m 
an idiot. And I’d be 
treating the audi-
ence like idiots.  
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 For guidelines to covering politics and political campaigns, see  Some Tips on 
Campaign Coverage  in  NRW Plus.        

  Money Talk 
 The city school system needs teachers for the new high school west of town—

money has to be budgeted by the school board. The health department needs 
special equipment to test for biological agents—it is asking the city council to 
increase its appropriation. Whether these expenditures are necessary, and if so 
whether the amount sought should be allocated—these determinations are made 
in a political context. 

 We next turn to how budgets are made.    

  The Budget 

  Covering local government—indeed, covering all levels of government—
requires a knowledge of how money is raised and how it is spent. Money fuels 
the system. 

 “I’ve had to learn how to cover fi ve governmental units, and I fi nd the single 
best way to learn what they are doing is to attend budget hearings,” says David 
Yepsen, political reporter for  The Des Moines Register.  “They let you know the 
current situation, what the problems are, the proposed solutions and where gov-
ernment is headed.” 

 “Follow the buck,” says the experienced reporter. The city hall reporter fol-
lows the path of the parking meter dime and the property tax dollar as they make 
their way through government. The path of these dimes and dollars is set by the 
budget. 

 The budget is a forecast or estimate of expenditures that a government will 
make during the coming year and the revenues needed to meet those expenses. It 
is, in short, a balance sheet. Budgets are made for the fi scal year, which may be 
the calendar year or may run from July 1 through June 30 or other dates. The bud-
get is made by the executive branch (mayor, governor, president, school superin-
tendent) and then submitted to the legislative body (city council, state legislature, 
Congress, board of education) for adoption.      

  A Compromise   The budget is the fi nal resolution of the confl icting claims of 
individuals and groups to public monies. Aaron Wildavsky of the University of 
California at Berkeley described the budget as “a series of goals with price tags 
attached.” If it is followed, he says, things happen, certain policy objectives are 
accomplished. 

 The budget is a sociological and political document. As Prime Minister 
William Ewart Gladstone of Britain remarked more than 100 years ago, the bud-
get “in a thousand ways goes to the root of the prosperity of the individuals and 
relation of classes and the strength of kingdoms.” 

 Vern Herschberger, 
 Waco Tribune-Herald  
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 The budget can determine how long a pregnant woman waits to see a doctor 
in a well-baby clinic, how many children are in a grade school class, whether city 
workers will seek to defeat the mayor in the next election. 

 Here is the beginning of a budget story by Paul Rilling of  The Anniston  (Ala.) 
 Star:  

  A city budget may look like a gray mass 
of dull and incomprehensible statistics, but 
it is the best guide there is to the plans and 
priorities of city government. 

 Rhetoric and promises aside, the budget 

says what the city council really sees as the 
city’s top priorities. 

 Tuesday, the Anniston City Council will 
consider for formal adoption the proposed 
city budget for fi scal . . .    

  Cover the Whole Process 
 City hall, education, county and state legislative reporters handle budget 

stories on a regular basis. Reporters on these beats begin to write stories sev-
eral months before the budget is adopted so that the public can be informed 
of the give-and-take of the process and participate early in the decision mak-
ing. In a six-week span, Bill Mertens, city hall reporter for  The Hawk Eye,  
wrote more than a dozen stories. Here are the beginning paragraphs of two 
of them: 

  School crossing guards may be one of 
the programs lost if Burlington city coun-
cilmen intend to hold the new budget close 
to the existing one. 

 The city council has asked Burlington 
fi re department heads to cut $30,000 from 
their budget request.       

Most of the dozen-plus stories were enterprised by Mertens. In his stories, he 
was conscious of the consequences of the belt tightening. By writing about pos-
sible cuts in such areas as school crossing guards and the fi re department, Mertens 
alerted the public. Residents could, if they wished, inform their council members 
of their support for or their opposition to the cuts.  

  Types of Budgets 
 Two types of governmental expenditures are budgeted—funds for daily ex-

penses and funds for long-range projects. At the local governmental level, these 
spending decisions are included in two kinds of budgets: expense budgets and 
capital budgets. 

  Expense Budgets   The expense or executive budget covers costs of daily 
expenses, which include salaries, debt service and the purchase of goods and ser-
vices. Expense budget revenues are gathered from three major sources:

   Taxes on real estate—the property tax—usually the single largest source of 
income.  

•

     Online Journalism  
 A number of online 

news services have stepped 
into the void left by news-
paper closures and staff 
cuts. Some of these and 
stories they have covered:  

Politico.com—
California, Utah and Hawaii 
residents the happiest of 
the 50 states.  

ProPublica.org—
700–800 teachers sit and 
do nothing at a cost of 
millions of dollars.  

Salon.com—Why does 
the U.S. trail the world in 
health care?  

Slate.com—Political 
aspects of in vitro 
fertilization.  

Stateline.org—Tracking 
the recession: states boost 
foreclosure programs.    
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City’s Money Flow
  This chart shows the 

major sources of revenues 
and the major outlets for 
expenditures of a city.  

By following the lines, 
you can see that general 
revenues are used for gen-
eral purposes, except for 
utility expenses in cities 
in which the utilities are 
municipally owned. Util-
ity revenue is used for all 
types of expenditures, but 
new borrowing is used for 
capital outlays for the most 
part.  

Occasionally, temporary 
notes are issued in the form 
of anticipation notes sold 
to banks to pay for bills 
due immediately. These are 
short-term loans.  

The anticipation notes 
take the following forms:  

 RANS—Revenue Antici-
pation Notes.  Paid off 
when anticipated revenues 
develop.   

TANS—Tax Anticipa-
tion Notes.  Paid back when 
taxes are collected.

   BANS—Bond Anticipa-
tion Notes.  Paid off when 
bonds are sold.
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486 Part Five Accidents to Education

  General fund receipts, which include revenues from fi nes, permits, licenses, 
and taxes such as income, corporation, sales and luxury taxes. (States must 
give cities permission to levy taxes.)  

  Grants-in-aid from the federal and state governments.     

  Capital Budgets   The capital or construction budget lists the costs of capital 
projects to be built, such as roads and schools, and major equipment and products 
to be purchased. Capital budget funds are raised by borrowing, usually through 
the sale of bonds pledged against the assessed valuation of real estate in the gov-
ernmental unit. Bonds are approved by the voters and then sold to security fi rms 
through bidding. The fi rms then offer the bonds for public sale. The loan is paid 
back, much like a home owner’s payments on a mortgage, over an extended 
period, 10, 20 or 30 years. Principal and interest are paid out of current revenues 
and are listed in the expenditures column of the expense budget as “debt service,” 
which should run under 10 percent of the total budget for the city to be on safe 
economic footing.   

  Making the Budget 
 Most budgets are adopted in this series of steps:

   Budget request forms go out to all department heads, who must decide on 
priorities for the coming year and submit them to the budget offi cer, mayor or 
school superintendent.  

  Meetings are held between the budget offi cer and department heads to adjust 
requests and formulate a single balanced program.  

  The budget is submitted to the city council or commission, the board of edu-
cation or other legislative arm of the governmental unit. The budget is some-
times accompanied by a narrative explaining the requests.  

  The legislative body examines budget items for each department and agrees on 
allocations for each.  

  Public hearings are held.  

  The budget is adopted.              

 The reporter covers each stage of this process, the behind-the-scenes bick-
ering, dickering and politicking as well as the formal activities of the various 
department heads, executives and legislators. All sorts of pressures are brought 
to bear on the budget makers. Property owners and real estate interests want 
the budget held down, for increased expenditures usually mean higher property 
taxes. The businessmen and -women who rely on selling goods and services to 
the city seek hefty budgets for the departments and agencies they serve. Employ-
ees want salary increases, generous fringe benefi ts and more lines in the budget 
for promotions. Politicians seek to reward constituencies and to fulfi ll campaign 
promises. 

•

•

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

You Haul
 Here is the beginning 

of a budget story that 
appeared in  The Annis-
ton Star  at step 3 in the 
budget-making process:

  Anniston residents may 
have to start carrying their 
garbage cans to and from 
curbsides and commercial 
customers may be charged 
for garbage service to help 
the city of Anniston live 
within its budget.   
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Chapter 24 Local Government and Education 487

  The Aftermath   After the budget is adopted, the reporter watches the conse-
quences. Few, if any, agencies and departments are given what they request, 
which usually does no harm as most units purposely hike up their requests. Some-
times damage is done. In Ohio, the  Akron Beacon Journal  investigated school 
fi nances and found that “legislators and governors have siphoned hundreds of 
millions of dollars from education for other purposes.” The result: “High school 
seniors in tears when their football season and marching band are canceled . . . 
elementary school children have to wait after school because there are not enough 
buses in working condition to take them home.”     

  Checklist: Budgets   

  Adoption 

    ___Amount to be spent.  

    ___ New or increased taxes, higher license and permit fees and other income 
that will be necessary to meet expenditures.  

    ___Cuts, if any, to be made in such taxes, fees or fi nes.  

    ___ Comparison with preceding year(s) in dollars and in percentage increase 
or decrease. How much will an increase cost the typical home owner?  

    ___Justifi cation for increases sought, cuts made.  

    ___Rate of current spending, under or over budget of previous year.  

    ___ Patterns behind submission and subsequent adjustments, such as political 
motives, pressure groups, history.  

    ___ Consequences of budget for agencies, departments, businesses, public. 
Which had signifi cant cuts, increases.   

  Follow-Up 

    ___ Per-person comparison of costs for specifi c services with other cities or 
school districts of same size.  

    ___ Check of one or more departments to see how funds are used, whether all 
funds were necessary, whether cuts created problems.     

   Sources 
 There are fi ve major interest groups that seek to infl uence budget making and 

constitute the reporter’s sources:

    Government:  chief executive, who submits the budget; mayor, governor, school 
superintendent, president; city manager; head of budget bureau or budget director; 
department heads; fi nance and taxation committees of the city council or commission; 
council members. (Party leaders outside government are sometimes helpful.)  

1.
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488 Part Five Accidents to Education

   Money-providing constituencies:  local real estate association; property 
owners’ association; chamber of commerce; taxpayer organizations; merchant 
and business groups; banks; savings and loan associations.  

   Service-demanding groups:  lobbyists for education, health, welfare and 
other services.  

   Organized bureaucracies:  public employees; municipal unions; civil ser-
vice associations; the public employees’ retirement fund manager.  

   Independent groups:  League of Women Voters; National Municipal 
League; National League of Cities; U.S. Conference of Mayors; Advisory Com-
mission on Intergovernmental Relations.     

  Compulsory Costs 
 Promises to cut spending and therefore lower taxes make for political rhetoric 

that entices voters, but the truth is that many items in the budget are mandated 
costs that cannot be shifted or eliminated without massive political changes. The 
mandated funds include salaries, debt service, pensions and matching funds that 
localities must produce to meet state and federal grants, particularly for such ser-
vices as health, welfare and education. When the city accepts grants from the state 
or federal government, it must abide by rules and regulations that often require 
local expenditures. 

 This means that the actual maneuvering room in most budgets is not great, 
especially because salaries, which represent the largest single expense item, are 
set by contract in many cities. Because of mandated costs, less than 10 percent of 
the budgets for most large cities is discretionary. 

 Costs can be reduced if commitments to the poor, the elderly and the ill are 
cut back. This, however, would antagonize the service-demanding constituencies. 
Maneuvering room could be created by changing earmarked funds, such as those 
for education, to general funds. Teachers and parents would object. 

  Trade-Offs and Rewards   The competition for the limited free-fl oating gen-
eral funds is always intense, and the perceptive reporter will examine this con-
test during the budgetary process. In this competition, the administrator fi nds it 
necessary to trade off the demands of various groups. The trade-offs make good 
stories. 

 Some aspects of the process are hidden from view. The reporter must dig them 
out and learn which constituencies are involved, the motives of the participants. 
Are political debts being paid by building a school in one section of the city or by 
increasing salaries in a particular agency? Have cuts been made in the department 
of a critical or independent administrator?   

  Budget Politics 
 During a legislative session, the Republican governor of New York proposed a 

new formula for the distribution of state aid to local school districts that refl ected 

2.

3.

4.

5.

     Trickle Down  
 When New York State 

slashed taxes—a popular 
political move—the cities in 
the state suffered as costs 
for pensions and Medicaid 
shifted to the cities. The 
cities had to cut back on 
services in order to meet 
these mandated costs.  

Affected were the 
people “who never vote 
in large numbers,” says 
Andrew White, the director 
of the Center for New York 
City Affairs at New School 
University. They are “low-
income mothers, teens in 
foster care, parents in Fam-
ily Court and others who 
rely on social programs” 
and who have little influ-
ence on state lawmakers, 
White said.    
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the demands of big-city school offi cials. A few days later, a group of Republican 
state senators and assembly members from Long Island met with the governor, 
who was facing re-election. Following the meeting, the governor’s aid formula 
was changed to give more aid to suburban school districts. 

 “What happened at the gathering,” reported  The New York Times,  “was 
summed up later by Joseph M. Margiotta of Uniondale, the powerful Nassau 
County Republican leader, who related that the Long Island delegation had sim-
ply delivered to the governor the stern message that without more state education 
aid, Long Island property taxes would skyrocket in September and the governor’s 
campaign would sink in October.” 

 When Mayor John Lindsay of New York “dropped the broom and picked up 
the nightstick”—the graphic phrase the  Daily News  used to describe the shift in 
budget priorities from clean streets to public safety—it was widely interpreted as 
Lindsay’s recognition that law and order would make a more attractive national 
issue than sanitation. Lindsay had presidential ambitions.    

  Property Tax 

  The property tax is the largest single source of income for most municipalities, 
counties, special districts and school systems. It affects more people than any 
other local tax but the sales tax. Considerable local, county and school coverage 
centers on the action of the council, commission or board in setting the property 
tax. 

 The tax is formally known as the  mill levy.  A mill is .1 cent (1/10¢), and the 
property tax technically is expressed in terms of mills levied for each dollar of 
assessed valuation of property. One-tenth of a mill per dollar works out to 10 cents 
per $100 in assessed valuation, or $1 per $1,000 in valuation. 

 Here is the formula for fi guring the property tax or mill levy:

   Mill levy = taxes to be collected assessed va� lluation

   Let us assume budget offi cials estimate that $1 million will have to be col-
lected from the property tax and that the assessed valuation of real estate in the 
city or school district is $80 million. Here is how the tax is fi gured:

   

Mill levy = $1 million $80 million

Mill levy = $

�

11 $80 = $.0125

Mill levy = 1.25 cents on each $

�

11 of assessed valuation

   Because mill levies are usually expressed against $100 or $1,000 in assessed 
valuation, the levy in this community would be $1.25 for each $100 in valuation, 
or $12.50 for each $1,000 in valuation. 

 Note that the mill levy is applied to assessed valuations, not to actual value as 
determined in the marketplace. Assessed value is usually a percentage of market 
value.      

     Out of Sight  
 “My favorite example 

of losing sight of basics 
is a  Philadelphia Inquirer  
story a few years back on 
the budget of suburban 
Montgomery County, the 
most critical market for the 
 Inquirer ’s future. The story 
was short. It reported on 
the three county com-
missioners speaking ill of 
one another. It had not a 
single word on whether 
property taxes would rise 
or fall, the budget for road 
repairs would change, or 
any of the other issues that 
actually mattered to me as 
a homeowner, resident and 
parent.”  

— David Cay Johnston     
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490 Part Five Accidents to Education

  Budget Adoption   Here is the beginning of a story about the adoption of the 
city budget: 

  The Mt. Pleasant City Council adopted a 
$217 million budget last night and set a tax 
rate of $108.50 for each $1,000 in assessed 
valuation. 

 The rate represents a $6 increase in the 
tax rate for property owners for next year. 

 Those owning homes assessed at 
$50,000, which is the average Mt. Pleas-
ant assessment, will pay $5,425 a year in 
city property taxes. The current bill for a 
$50,000 home is $5,125.   

  Many Other Taxes   Remember that the property tax is a major source of rev-
enue for several governmental units—city, county, school, special assessment 
districts, each of which sets its own tax levy on property. When covering the 
action of one unit in setting a tax rate, it is necessary to inform the reader that this 
particular property tax is not the only one the property owner will pay. 

 Property taxes levied by special assessment districts can add a large chunk to 
the tax bill. These special districts construct and maintain services such as power 
and water lines, hospitals, sewage systems and community development projects. 
Each district has the power to levy taxes on property within the district. 

 Property valuations are made by the tax assessor and are public record. The 
tax rate is set each year, but valuations on individual pieces of property are not 
changed often. Total assessed valuation does change each year because of new 
construction and shutdowns that add to or subtract from the tax rolls. The taxing 
district must establish the total assessed valuation each year before a new tax rate 
can be set. 

   See  Assessment Districts  in  NRW Plus.    

  Reassessments 
 When the assessor does make new valuations, the intensity of feeling is con-

siderable, as revealed in this story: 

  SPRING VALLEY, N.Y., Dec. 12—
Listening to people here, a visitor would 
almost think that someone was stalking the 
streets, sowing horror and destruction. 

 But it is only the tax assessor, equipped 
with a collapsible 10-foot measuring stick, 
a set of appraisal cards, a practiced eye that 

can tell the difference between a toilet and 
a water closet and experience that tells him 
which adds more value to a house. 

 This village of 22,450 persons, 2,219 
dwellings and 109 commercial properties 
is nearing the end of a year-long reap-
praisal. . . .  

 The purpose of a reassessment is to bring valuations up to date and to attempt 
to distribute the tax burden fairly. Generally, reassessments result in increased 
revenues from the property tax since assessors will often use the current market 
value of property as the guideline, not the original cost of the property. 

 When a community decides it must raise more revenue through the property 
tax, it has two alternatives: It can raise the property tax or it can raise property 

     District Check  
 Tom Philp of  The Sac-

ramento Bee  looked into 
the Sacramento Suburban 
Water District—one of 
more than 1,000 special 
districts in the area—and 
found abuses that led 
to a federal grand jury 
and indictments of three 
employees for collecting 
$1 million in undocu-
mented expenses.  

Philp went on to exam-
ine these districts around 
the state and found many 
abuses. The state decided 
to tighten the requirements 
for these independent 
special districts.    
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valuations. A reassessment is considered more equitable as the heaviest burden 
falls on those with the greater ability to carry the increase.    

  Borrowing 

  Most cities need seasonal funds to tide them over while waiting for income 
from taxes or grants to arrive. They also need money to fi nance major construc-
tion projects.        

         Anticipation Notes 
 For seasonal borrowing or for emergencies when small amounts are needed, 

the city may issue and sell anticipation notes to banks. Future tax collections and 
anticipated grants-in-aid are pledged as security. Usually, the state must approve. 

 Short-term low-interest borrowing consists of three types of anticipation 
notes—revenue, tax and bond. All notes must be repaid in a year.  

  Bonds 
 The idea behind the sale of bonds is that the costs of such long-range projects 

as schools, hospitals, streets, sewage plants and mass transit should be borne by 
those who use them over the anticipated lives of the projects. 

 There are three major types of bonds. They differ as to the type of security 
pledged to repay them:

    General obligation:  Most frequently issued. Security is the general taxing 
power of the city. Bonds are retired by taxes on all property in the city.  

   Special improvement:  For construction of sidewalks, sewers and similar 
public works. Taxes are levied on the property owners who will benefi t from the 
construction. Charges levied on the property are called  special assessments.  Spe-
cial assessment districts are set up to levy and collect the taxes.  

   Revenue bonds:  To pay for the acquisition, construction and improvement 
of such properties as college dormitories and public utilities. The pledge is a lien 
on earnings, which are used to redeem the bonds. These earnings come from 
room charges in dormitories; water, gas and electric collections from utility cus-
tomers; toll charges on bridges and highways.    

 Bonds are paid off in two ways:

    Term bonds:  The securities are retired at the end of the specifi ed term, 
10, 15, 20 years. Meanwhile, money is set aside regularly in a sinking fund and 
invested to be used to retire the bonds at the end of the term.  

   Serial bonds:  Most common. A portion is retired each year.        

  Give Total Cost   In writing bond stories, the reporter should make sure to 
include the cost of the bonds to taxpayers. Some readers will be astonished to 
learn how much a seemingly small rate of interest can add to the principal. 

•

•

•

•

•

Ratings
Bond rating agencies 

assess the financial standing 
of cities and states that 
issue bonds. The higher the 
rating, the lower the inter-
est rate. Here is Standard & 
Poor’s rating schedule.  

 AAA:  Highest.
   AA:  High-grade, slightly 

riskier than AAA.   
A:  Upper-medium-

grade. Secure finances, but 
if problems arise, paybacks 
could suffer.   

BBB:  Medium-grade. 
Finances precarious. Lowest 
level of investment-quality 
bonds.

   BB, C, CCC:  Speculative. 
Uncertain whether long-
term bonds can be repaid.
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 When Nassau County in New York sold $103 million in bonds for roads, 
land purchases and new sewers, offi cials estimated that interest would cost about 
$50 million over the life of the bonds. One reason for the high cost of debt 
was the downgrading of the county by bond-rating agencies as a result of the 
county’s fi nancial problems. The downgrading resulted in the county having to 
offer higher interest rates to attract investors worried about the lowered rating 
of the bonds. 

 Here is the beginning of a story about a credit downgrading: 

  TROY, N.Y. (AP)—The City of Troy, 
which continues to struggle with a four-
year-old fi nancial crisis, had its credit rat-
ing reduced below investment grade Friday 
by Moody’s Investors Service. 

 Moody’s said it had cut Troy’s credit 
rating from B-aa to B-a, one step below 
investment grade. . . .      

  Checking Up 

  Wherever public money is involved, audits are made to see that the money is 
spent properly. Most governmental units undergo internal checks made by their 
own auditors, and these make good stories. Here is the beginning of a story by 
Jayne Garrison of the  San Francisco Examiner:  

  OAKLAND—A Social Services Depart-
ment audit says mismanagement and inter-
nal squabbling are so severe that clients 
would be better off if the agency were 
dismantled.  

 In addition, checks are made by an independent government agency or offi ce. 
Cities, states and the federal government have a department or offi ce independent 
of the executive that checks the fi nancial activities of all agencies within govern-
ment. At the federal level, the Government Accountability Offi ce does this work. 
At the state level, the state auditor or comptroller is the watchdog, and at the city 
level an elected offi cial, also known as the auditor or comptroller, examines the 
fi nancial records of city offi ces. 

 A regular or preaudit examination determines whether there is money to pay 
for the goods, whether there are certifi ed receipts for the delivered goods, whether 
there has been competitive bidding when required by law and whether the prices 
are reasonable. 

 Increasingly, auditors and comptrollers are conducting performance audits, 
which check the effi ciency of the services, the quality of the goods and the neces-
sity for purchasing them.

Exposé
 A lengthy series in the 

 Asbury Park Sunday Press  
exposed the way New 
Jersey legislators used the 
state treasury to enrich 
themselves.  

Coverage of government
—on the local, county, state 
and federal levels—requires 
frequent checks through 
investigative reporting. 

Rev.Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch24_473-505.indd   492men11994_ch24_473-505.indd   492 1/18/10   12:15:19 PM1/18/10   12:15:19 PM



Chapter 24 Local Government and Education 493

    Preaudit example:  A state offi cial claims travel reimbursement for an offi -
cial trip between Boulder and Denver. The auditor will determine whether 
the 39 miles claimed on the offi cial’s expense account attached to a pay order 
is the actual distance and will see whether the 29 cents a mile claimed is the 
standard state payment.  

   Performance audit example:  The comptroller has decided to make a check 
of welfare rolls to see whether money is going out to ineligible people. The 
offi ce makes a computer check of the welfare rolls against (a) death lists; 
(b) marriage certifi cates (if a person receiving aid to dependent children has 
married, the working spouse is obligated to support the children); (c) children 
in foster care homes still listed as at the residence; (d) city and state payrolls 
to determine if any employed people are receiving welfare.     

   Looking at the Files 
 Journalists make their own checks. They regularly look through vouchers and 

pay orders in the auditor’s offi ce, and they look at the canceled checks in the 
treasurer’s offi ce. 

 When a governmental unit wants to buy something, it sends a purchase order 
to the comptroller’s or auditor’s offi ce, which makes a preaudit. Records are kept 
by the number of the purchase order, by the agency involved and often by the 
name of the vendor. 

 On delivery of the goods or services, a voucher is made up with the accompa-
nying bill, and this starts the payment to the vendor. The payment is made in the 
form of a check, a warrant. 

  High-Level Thievery   An examination of vouchers and warrants enabled 
George Thiem, a reporter for  The Chicago Daily News,  to expose a multimillion-
dollar corruption scheme by the Illinois state auditor. Thiem could see that a 
number of checks were endorsed by typewriter. Interviewing some of those 
who supposedly were paid by these checks for work done for the state, he 
learned that the people listed on the checks had never done state work; nor had 
they received the checks. The treasurer went to prison as a result of Thiem’s 
investigation. 

   For more information on how to check government, see  Investigating Gov-
ernment  in  NRW Plus.      

  Zoning and Planning 

  For centuries, the mentally ill were locked up. The reasons seemed logical: 
Isolated, the mentally ill could be overseen easily; free in society, their conditions 
worsened; they were a danger to others and to themselves. Gradually, the truth 
seeped out. Journalists showed that institutions for the mentally ill were snake 
pits where the patients were treated inhumanely. Few were cured, and many were 
made worse. With the development of tranquilizing drugs and other treatment, it 
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became possible to offer outpatient care. But there had to be a transition, a half-
way house to help the patient adjust after institutionalization. 

 In New Jersey, the Catholic Diocese of Trenton decided to administer several 
such houses. The state intended to deinstitutionalize its mental patients, and the 
diocese sought to help. The diocese found a structure in Willingboro that fi t its 
needs. But permission was required from the zoning board because the building 
was in a residential area. 

 The Willingboro zoning board, like thousands of other such boards, carries 
out the community’s planning goals, which are usually set by the planning com-
mission. The zoning boards divide an area into zones or districts and designate 
them residential, commercial or industrial. The boards then grant building and 
construction permits consistent with these designations. 

 The boards also regulate the height of buildings, lot size, yard dimensions and 
other aspects of construction. City councils enact the ordinances that the zoning 
boards enforce. 

 Zoning can be restrictive, a way of keeping certain people out of an area. By 
requiring that new construction be of single-residence homes on one-acre lots, 
a zoning regulation will effectively keep out of the area all but the well-to-do. 
When Laura King, who covered Willingboro on her suburban beat, attended the 
zoning board meeting at which the diocese requested a variance for its halfway 
house, she was struck by the hostility of the spectators. King decided that the 
opposition to the house was the story.   

  Neighborhood Stories 

  City hall reporters spend too much of their time in city hall, says a veteran 
municipal government reporter. He recommends that they make regular trips out 
of the protected environs of the municipal building and into the neighborhoods of 
the community to see what is on the minds of people, to check how city programs 
and policies have been carried out. Here is the beginning of a neighborhood story 
by Jayne Garrison of the  San Francisco Examiner:  

  OAKLAND—In the heart of the Oak-
land fl atlands, the moms and pops of small 
business are plotting to sweep out the rub-
ble: dope, litter and boarded buildings. 

 About 35 merchants meeting in churches 
and stores the last few weeks have orga-
nized a voice they hope will boom across 
town to City Hall—the Central East Oak-
land Merchants Association. 

 This is the fi rst time in more than 
a decade that merchants along central 
East 14th Street have tried to wield clout 
together. The odds against them are steep. 

 They have little political pull and even 
less money. They face absentee landlords 
who own some boarded storefronts, and 
youths who have no work outside the drug 
trade. 

 But they do have determination. 
 “You see that red church down there?” 

said Al Parham, nodding toward a tall brick 
steeple half a block past Seminary Avenue 
on East 14th Street. “They just built that. 
So people are coming back into the com-
munity. And they’re going to church. They 
care.”       
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  CAR   A lot of local reporting is based on records and fi les that are kept online. 
For an examination of how these records are put to use by reporters see 
  Computer- Assisted Reporting  in  NRW Plus.        

  Covering the Schools 

  Communities spend more money on public education than on any other single 
tax-supported activity. Public education has a long history, going back to colonial 
times. In 1642 the Massachusetts Bay Colony made education compulsory in the 
primary grades and required towns to establish public schools. The cost is borne 
by all in the community, whether the individual has children in the public school 
or not. The reason was given succinctly by Thaddeus Stevens to the Pennsylvania 
state legislature in 1835 when some legislators objected to the general fi nancing 
of the schools. 

 “Many complain of the school tax,” Stevens said, “not so much on account of 
its amount, as because it is for the benefi t of others and not themselves. This is a 
mistake. It is for their own benefi t, inasmuch as it perpetuates the government and 
ensures the due administration of the laws under which they live, and by which 
their lives and property are protected.” 

 The faith in education as the underpinning of democracy is a constant theme 
in American life, along with the belief that a good education can pave the way to 
a good job, if not to the good life. Education pervades the life of most families 
because they have children in school. 

 The interest in schools—which really means a concern for the community’s 
children—led  The Fincastle Herald  in Virginia to run a banner across page 1 
when the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores for the county were made public. 
“Low SAT scores surprise school offi cials,” read the headline. The story was 
accompanied by a large box comparing county scores with others in Virginia, 
southern states and the nation. The story by Edwin McCoy begins: 

  Botetourt County students scored at least 
20 points below the state and national aver-
ages on both parts of the Scholastic Aptitude 
Test (SAT), according to fi gures provided 
by the county school system this week.  

 McCoy described education as the “focal point in the community” in an edi-
torial accompanying the news story. “The quality of education is important to 
industrial or commercial development because developers are interested in the 
quality of life in any area they choose to expand in or move to.” 

        Structure of the System 
 The school system is based in school districts. The schools are independent of 

municipal government and are subject to state regulations through a state board 
of education. School boards, usually with fi ve to seven members, are elected in 

Crowded
 Bonnie Olson tries to 

cope with the 26 children 
in her Billings, Mont., class-
room. The state sets 20 as 
the classroom limit, but 
the school district did not 
have money to hire enough 
teachers.   

 James Woodcock,  
The Billings Gazette  
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496 Part Five Accidents to Education

nonpartisan elections, although in some cities board members are appointed by 
the mayor. The board hires a superintendent of schools who is responsible to the 
board. 

 Stories from the board and the superintendent’s offi ce involve such subjects as 
changes in the curriculum and personnel, teacher contracts, the purchase of new 
equipment, aid to education, teacher certifi cation, school dates for opening, clos-
ing and holidays and the vast area of school fi nancing that includes budgeting and 
the issuance of bonds. 

 The school administration can provide material for assessing the performance 
of the system and its schools. Dropout and truancy records are kept, as are the 
results of standardized tests. Reporters can compare the scores in their communi-
ties with those of other cities. Comparisons also can be made of schools within 
the system. Do the students in the low-scoring schools come from economically 
depressed areas with serious social and economic problems? Is there a correlation 
between income and academic achievement? 

 A check of high school graduates would indicate what percentage is going to 
college from each school. Interviews with the students may uncover information 
just as revealing as the students’ test scores.  

  Financing Schools 
 Schools receive funding from several sources. The averages work out to 

48 percent from the state, 45 percent from local taxes and 7 percent from the fed-
eral government. In some states, the local property tax makes up more than half 
the school district’s income. The result is that children in low-income districts, 
who usually need small classes, personal tutoring and experienced teachers, are 
shortchanged. A survey by the U.S. Department of Education reports that fourth-
grade children in low-income areas are three grade levels behind students in high-
income areas. 

  Education Week  reports: “Most fourth graders who live in U.S. cities can’t 
read or understand a simple children’s book, and most eighth graders can’t use 
arithmetic to solve a practical problem.” 

 The imbalance in school fi nancing is the subject of stories by education writ-
ers. One result of these stories has been the enactment of school equalization 
laws. Several states have altered their school-fi nancing formulas to make the state 
the major provider.  

  In the Classroom 
 The education reporter’s responsibility is to hold the school system account-

able to parents and to the community. The United States has committed itself to 
an educational system that will turn out large numbers of educated people. How 
well is it doing this? 

 The best way to begin to fi nd out is to visit the classroom, to look at what is 
happening day after day and to check your observations against test scores and the 
assessments of parents and educators. When Bob Frazier of the  Register-Guard  

     High School 
Graduation Rates  

 Almost a third of the 
nation’s ninth-graders 
(30.8 percent) do not 
graduate from high school.        

     Graduation       Rates     
    Asian     78.9   
   White     76.1   
   Hispanic     55.0   
   Black     51.2   
   Amer. Indian     50.0   

     State Rates 
Highest        

   Iowa     85.4   
   Minnesota     85.1   
   Nebraska     82.3   
   South Dakota     82.0   

    Lowest        
   Nevada     50.5   
   Florida     53.9   
   Georgia     55.9   
   South Carolina     56.5          
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Chapter 24 Local Government and Education 497

in Eugene, Ore., covered education, he would scrunch all 6 � 4 ��  into a grade-
schooler’s chair and sit in class. The stories he wrote were more signifi cant than 
any release from the superintendent’s offi ce. 

 School visits are essential for the education reporter. Are elementary class-
rooms fi lled with books? Are the teachers working with a few students, not lec-
turing the whole class? William G. Ouchi in his book  Making Schools Work: A 
Revolutionary Plan to Get Your Children the Education They Need  says princi-
pals should take you into classrooms. If they prefer to walk down the hall, that’s 
“one of the most telltale signs” that something’s wrong at the school. 

 A classroom visit will reveal the professional level of teachers, whether they are 
given respect and whether they, in turn, give students respect and attention. The 
school environment is checked: Is the school safe? Is there a strong code of behavior, 
and are violators punished? Is truancy increasing or declining? Records can be exam-
ined for the frequency, number and type of discipline problems and vandalism. 

 Does the high school have various tracks for its students, such as academic, 
vocational and general, and, if so, what percentage of students is in each? In the 
early 1960s, one of 10 students nationally was in the general track; today, almost 
half are. (The general track usually gives credit for physical and health education, 
work experience outside school, remedial English and mathematics and develop-
mental courses such as training for adulthood and marriage.) 

 How much homework is given? A national survey of eighth-graders found 
youngsters spent 5½ hours a week on homework, 21 hours a week watching tele-
vision.  The Raleigh Times  put at the top of page 1 its education reporter’s story 
that half the state’s students in the sixth and ninth grades do less than three hours 
of homework a week.  

  The School Budget 
 The allocation of federal, state and school district funds is made in the follow-

ing process: 
 A budget for the following year is drafted by the schools superintendent and 

then submitted to the school board. The board holds hearings at which the super-
intendent defends the budget. Parents groups are heard, and if the teachers are 
organized into a union, the union speaks for raises for teachers. 

 Usually, the schools seek as much as possible and the board attempts to cut 
back to keep the mill levy (property tax) as low as possible. The board members 
have mixed motives. Although sensitive to the needs of the school system, they 
also refl ect the larger community, which includes real estate interests that push to 
keep property taxes down. 

 The board then adopts a budget. In some states, the voters must approve this 
budget.  

  Hanging Out 
 Student life outside the classroom is worth covering, too. Thomas French of the 

 St. Petersburg Times  spent a year at Largo High School, listening to students talk 

  Inside Largo High 
 “I wore my Nikes and 

stayed away from ties,” says 
Thomas French. Students 
talked openly with him. 

 Maurice Rivenbark, 
 St. Petersburg Times   
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498 Part Five Accidents to Education

about music, their sexual activity, their studies. He watched them sport chunks of 
gold jewelry, beepers and speed by the school in their late-model cars, “monster 
stereos with up to 1,000 watts” blaring. 

 The student culture is, some educators say, more important than the infl uence 
of the schools and of parents. Reporters have found a culture that pressures stu-
dents to do the minimum work or be called “nerds.” Students say they purposely 
do not do well because they want to avoid being ostracized. Many don’t bother to 
do the homework, with no punishment by their instructors. 

 Asked what their parents think of their schoolwork, the little time they spend 
on homework, their C or worse grades, students say their parents are indifferent. 
French pointed out that student performance cannot be separated from the prob-
lems students take to the classroom. 

 “It was startling to learn from students how many of their families are disinte-
grating, no matter what their background,” French said. “No one is immune any 
more. The sense of loss and emptiness and deep-seated anger is palpable in virtu-
ally every classroom I visit, from kindergarten through high school.” 

   For French’s description of how he went about reporting life inside and out-
side Largo High School, see  A Year at School  in  NRW Plus.     

  Widening Scope 

  Some education reporters consider themselves consumer reporters whose 
job it is to check on the quality of the teachers, the textbooks and the product. 
They also understand that the schools have become the focus of an intense politi-
cal battle that ranges from what students should be allowed to read to how the 
schools should be fi nanced. Every week seems to see battle lines forming in the 
community over a school issue. Let’s start with one of the most contentious—
textbooks.      

  Dumbed-Down Textbooks   A study of textbooks by the U.S. Department of 
Education found that many have decreased in diffi culty by two grade levels since 
the mid-1970s. Few, if any, publishers aim their books at above-average students, 
the federal study found. 

 In one Massachusetts school district, the board dropped books by Mark Twain, 
John Steinbeck, Charles Dickens and others because they feared the authors’ 
books might bore students. Among the books tossed out:  Tom Sawyer  and  A Tale 
of Two Cities.  

 In  The New York Review of Books,  Alexander Stille writes, “The most recent 
textbooks appear to be designed on the debatable premise that they must compete 
with Nintendo games and MTV.” Such books, he continues, “appeal to the lazier 
teachers who want both to keep the class busy and to avoid working with longer 
and more detailed texts.”  

  Dumb Textbooks   Not only have textbooks become less rigorous, but they 
seem to be seriously fl awed. “It is common nowadays to see schoolbooks that 

  Hopeful Sign 
 Some educators see the 

computer literacy of increas-
ingly younger children as an 
indicator of improvement in 
educational attainment.  

 R.L. Chambers 
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Chapter 24 Local Government and Education 499

are packed, from cover to cover, with blatant factual and conceptual errors,” says 
William F. Benetta, who headed a textbook watchdog organization. 

  The Sun  of Baltimore examined textbooks in a lengthy article and found U.S. 
publishers wanting. It pointed out that a middle-school physical science textbook 
mixed up velocity and acceleration, made two elements liquids that are solids and 
had grammatical as well as many factual blunders. 

 It quoted an education offi cial as saying that she was told “by the best math-
ematicians in the country that the U.S. does not produce a textbook of the caliber 
we were looking for.” 

 The editor of a major publisher’s English composition textbook told prospec-
tive authors that they had to anchor their works “in the pop culture” in order to 
appeal to students, and a journalism textbook writer says her publisher wanted a 
book revised with “less text.”            

  Library Books   Periodic attempts are made to purge books from school librar-
ies, especially the books that deal with sex, race and sensitive contemporary sub-
jects. Sometimes even the librarian is purged. The West Valley School Board of 
Kalispell, Mont., fi red its grade school librarian after she had helped two seventh-
grade students with their research for a class report on witchcraft in the middle 
ages. 

 In Ouachita Parish, La., more than 200 books were removed from a high 
school library after the principal ordered the librarians to get rid of anything hav-
ing to do with sex. 

 In Georgia, a minister asked for the removal of art books from an elemen-
tary school library because they contained nudity. He was especially offended by 
reproductions of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel and his statue of David. 

   For additional areas that education reporters look into, see  Subjects for Cov-
erage  in  NRW Plus.    

  Politics and Education 
 The conventional wisdom is that education is “above politics.” The proof: The 

administration of the schools is separated from city government and placed in an 
independent board whose members are chosen without regard to party affi liation, 
usually in elections set apart from the partisan campaigning of the regular local 
election. 

 The truth is that education is inextricably bound up with politics. Politics enters 
the scene because, to put it simply, people differ in their notions of how youth 
should be trained, who should pay for it, who should control it. These differences 
are resolved in a political context. The confl ict and its resolution should be at the 
heart of much of the reporter’s coverage. The political debate runs from the White 
House to the local school board that meets in the little red schoolhouse. 

  Two Examples   California is the glaring example educators use to prove that 
education is hip-deep in politics. Once considered to have one of the nation’s best 
public school systems, California’s schools have been in “precipitous decline,” 

Most Often Banned
  Of Mice and Men,  John 

Steinbeck;  The Catcher in 
the Rye,  J.D. Salinger;  The 
Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn,  Mark Twain;  I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings,  
Maya Angelou;  The Color 
Purple,  Alice Walker. 

     No Way  
 “It is almost impossible 

to put together a coherent 
textbook in history, litera-
ture or social studies,” says 
David Bromwich, professor 
of English at Yale, because 
of the pressures that text-
book publishers willingly 
submit to. “The culprits are 
fretful citizens, acting from 
moral and religious anxiety, 
who have been allowed to 
become meddlers in public 
affairs. Their way of achiev-
ing a better world is to 
enforce a nicer classroom.”    
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500 Part Five Accidents to Education

according to a Rand Corporation education study. The state has 13 percent of the 
nation’s students and is looked to as “an immense laboratory for nearly everything 
that can go right or wrong with education in America,” the Rand study states. 

 The wrong started with the passage of Proposition 13 in 1978, which lim-
ited property tax rates to 1 percent and capped annual increases in property 
taxes. It was, says the Rand study, “a dramatic turning point in funding for 
K–12 public education in California.” California schools spend far less than 
the national average, from $600 above the national average in 1978 to $700 
below in 32 years. 

 Property owners want lower taxes, and the political campaign to pass Proposi-
tion 13 gave them what they wanted. But they also want good schools, which they 
have not had: The state’s students sit in classes of 20 children. The U.S. average 
is 15. 

 Texas provides our second example. For many years, religious and political 
groups have sought to infl uence the state’s public school curriculum through con-
trolling textbook adoptions and by setting standards for instruction, particularly in 
science, history and social studies. The State Board of Education and its various 
State Textbook Review boards have been the battlegrounds. Texas is second only 
to California as a major adopter of textbooks. To avoid the expense of having to 
publish multiple editions, publishers issue textbooks that meet the requirements 
of Texas textbook adopters. For years, the word  evolution  was missing in biol-
ogy textbooks used throughout the country because of objections by Texas book 
adopters. The author of an environmental studies textbook said his textbook was 
branded “anti-free enterprise, anti-Christian and anti-American” by Texas lobby-
ing groups, and the Texas Board of Education rejected his widely used book and 
adopted one fi nanced by the coal-mining industry.             

  Pleased Parents, Disturbing Data 
 Surveys have shown that a majority of parents are pleased with their children’s 

education. Yet every measure of school achievement contains alarming material 
about student achievement in many states. 

 The education reporter who consults U.S. Department of Education data and 
state-issued statistics has an unbiased insight into the state’s schools. At a local 
level, school district data are available. On the whole, the fi gures are not reassur-
ing. Fourth-graders in 13 states cannot read at the “basic” level, and in 15 states, 
fewer than 7 of 10 high school students graduate. In 20 states, eighth-graders read 
at below the average reading score. 

 The states that regularly score highest in educational studies are Iowa, Maine, 
Massachusetts, Minnesota, Montana, Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 
South Dakota and Vermont. Among the lowest are California, Florida, Georgia, 
Hawaii, Louisiana, Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico and South Carolina. 

 The National Assessment of Educational Progress ( http//nces.gov/nationsreportcard ) 
has up-to-date test scores. 

Not Mine
 Asked to rate the 

schools their children 
attend on a scale of A to F, 
66 percent of parents rated 
the schools A or B. But 
when asked about grade 
schools in general, only 
21 percent gave an A or B 
grade. 
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  Behind the Numbers   Data alone do not tell the full story. 
 The enterprising reporter will try to fi nd causes for these fi gures. Among the 

factors that educators consider to affect academic performance are class size and 
pupil–teacher ratio. The better-performing states showed a much higher overall per-
centage of classes with fewer than 25 students. The median class size for the high-
scoring states was 15.3; the median class size for the low-scoring states was 17.3. 

 Maine’s class size averaged 14, California’s 21.  

  Approach With Care   Under the reporting provisions of the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB), states are given discretion about reporting data on their 
schools’ performance. Some states reported that 80 to 90 percent of their students 
were reading at the profi cient level. But under the more stringent requirements 
of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), the fi gures were 
considerably lower for many of these states. 

 Under NCLB, Mississippi reported that 89 percent of its fourth graders were read-
ing at the profi cient level, the highest score in the nation. But the NAEP score for 
profi ciency of the state’s fourth graders is 18 percent, next to last in the country. 

 Some states, Maryland and Massachusetts among them, are said to give truth-
ful NCLB reports. But in all cases, journalists need to approach NCLB fi gures 
with caution.   

  Covering a School Board Election 
 Increasingly, school board elections have become the focus of community ten-

sions. As special-interest groups with a conservative agenda put candidates on the 
ballot, the lines dividing residents grow sharper.           

 In Sioux Falls, S.D., in a school board election, two conservative candidates 
challenged two incumbents seeking re-election. The incumbents were part of a 
3-2 liberal majority, and the local newspaper made it clear that much was at stake 
in the election: What values shall the community’s children be taught, and how 
would the school board respond to property tax concerns?           

 Early in the campaign, the  Argus Leader  asked the candidates about these two 
issues, and it ran their replies along with biographical information about the four 
candidates. The newspaper was stating what it believed were key issues the can-
didates should speak about so that voters would have relevant material on which 
to base their votes. 

 One of the candidates said that to save money he would eliminate sex educa-
tion and “social agenda items not academic.” As for teaching values, this candi-
date stated, “We need Bible reading back in the school, not interpretation, but 
reading.” 

 In her coverage of the election campaign, Corrine Olson explored the candi-
dates’ approaches to the teaching of “values.” The challengers were quoted as 
emphasizing “values in the instruction and discipline of children.” The incumbents 
contended that the schools in Sioux Falls have been teaching values and stressed 

Media Generation
 Children and teen-agers 

spend an average of four 
hours a day watching TV 
. . . plus more than two 
hours on the computer, 
playing video games and 
using their cell phones. The 
total exceeds the time they 
spend sleeping. 

Depressing Data
 Studies have shown:

   Fewer than a fi fth of 
11th graders can write 
a note applying for a 
summer job at a swim-
ming pool.  

  Of 21- to 25-year-olds, 
only 38 percent could 
fi gure their change from 
$3 if they had a 60-cent 
cup of soup and a $1.95 
sandwich. One of fi ve 
young adults can read 
a schedule well enough 
to tell when a bus will 
reach a terminal.  

  Among college seniors, 
58 percent could not 
identify Plato as the 
author of  The Republic;  
60 percent could not 
recognize the defi nition 
of Reconstruction; 42 
percent did not know 
that the Civil War was 
fought between 1850 
and 1900; 25 percent did 
not know that Colum-
bus landed in the New 
World before 1500.    

•

•

•
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502 Part Five Accidents to Education

the importance of “tolerance” as “one of the values that should be embraced.” 
One challenger said that Christian teachers should be able to practice their faith in 
their instruction in the schools. 

 Paralleling the news coverage, the editorial page set the issues out early. Rob 
Swenson, the editorial page editor, wrote a month before the election, “Voters 
will determine whether the board stays the present course or turns further to the 
right.” In a fi nal editorial before the vote, Swenson wrote that voters faced a 
choice between “ideologues of the radical, religious-tinged right” and the incum-
bents, described as “moderates” who would join with a liberal member to form 
a majority of three on the fi ve-member board. The other two incumbents were 
described as having “reactionary views on issues such as patriotism and sex.” 

 Olson’s story of the election results begins: 

  Sioux Falls voters decided Tuesday to 
stick with incumbents just one year after 
they supported a new direction for the 
school board. 

 The incumbents won by a vote of almost 
two to one.       

Board of Education Meetings 

  School board meetings are often political battlegrounds on which important is-
sues are fought out. The well-prepared reporter is able to provide depth coverage 
of these issues. The reporter is aware of the positions of the key players on some 
of the important matters that have come before the board and has kept track of 
developing issues. Here is a guide to covering board meetings.   

  Checklist: Meetings 

       ___Actions taken.  

    ___ How each member voted. If no formal vote but an informal consensus, 
get nods of heads or any other signs of approval or disapproval. Ask if 
uncertain.  

    ___Size and makeup of audience.  

    ___Reaction of audience to proposal(s).  

    ___ Position of groups or organizations with a position on issue. (Obtain 
beforehand, if possible.)  

    ___Arguments on all sides.  

    ___ Statements from those for and against proposal on what decision of board 
means.     
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Chapter 24 Local Government and Education 503

   New Educational Programs 
 Many meetings of school boards are concerned with new programs. Here is a 

checklist of items for the reporter:

  Checklist 

      ___Source of idea.  

      ___Superiority to present program as claimed by sponsors.  

      ___Cost and source of funding program.  

      ___Basic philosophy or idea of program.  

      ___ Other places it has been tried and results there. (Make independent check 
of this, if possible. How well is it working there? What is cost?)  

      ___Whether it has been tried before and discarded.  

      ___ How does it fi t in with what system is doing now? How it fi ts with trends 
in area, state, nation.  

  “Control Spending, 
Emphasize Values” 
 A candidate in a school 

board election in Sioux Falls, 
S.D., outlines her program 
for the local schools. She 
wants administrative cut-
backs to protect teaching 
positions and calls for a 
return to “basics” in instruc-
tion, along with an empha-
sis on “values.”  

Education Rankings
 The CQ Press issues 

annual state rankings in 
various fields. In its rating of 
state education excellence, 
it considers 20 factors, 
among them pupil–teacher 
ratios; high school gradu-
ation rates; proficiency in 
reading, writing, science 
and math.  

Here are the top five 
and the bottom five:  

  Top 
  Massachusetts  
  Vermont  
  New Jersey  
  Connecticut  
  Wisconsin   

  Bottom 
  Louisiana  
  New Mexico  
  Arizona  
  Nevada  
  Mississippi    

 Mike Roemer,  Argus Leader  
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504 Part Five Accidents to Education

      ___If someone is suggested to head it, who?  

      ___Arguments pro and con, naming those involved.                 

  Knowing the Community 

  In this chapter, we have looked at how local government works, the role of 
money in the community, politics and education. There’s much more to covering 
a community, of course, and the following 20 questions touch on some of these 
areas of community life the reporter should know about. The list was compiled by 
Gloria Brown Anderson, executive editor of  The New York Times  news service:

Parents Matter
 “If every parent in 

America made it their patri-
otic duty to find an extra 
30 minutes to help their 
children learn more each 
and every day it would liter-
ally revolutionize American 
education.”  

— Richard Riley, Former 
Secretary of Education  

    1. How is your community different 
from others in your state? How did it 
come to be established where it is?  

   2. Who are the major employers? 
What’s the unemployment rate?  

 3.   What are the most popular enter-
tainment activities? What single 
event in the past year drew the big-
gest crowd?  

 4.   What are the major institutional 
assets (museums, colleges, tourist 
attractions, sports teams, etc.)?  

 5.   Who are the town characters? 
Who’s the most powerful person 
in town (politics, business, sports, 
education, etc.)?  

 6.   Who are your experts and what are 
their fi elds of expertise?  

 7.   What’s the dominant religion/
philosophy? How are people 
treated who are not part of it?  

 8.   What’s driving the economy? 
(May not be the same as dominant 
employers.)  

 9.   What are the major social problems?  

10.    Who are the most creative people 
in town (business, the arts, educa-
tion, social scene, etc.)?  

  11.  How many people move into your 
community every week? How 
many people leave? Why are they 
coming and going?  

  12.  What’s been the biggest change in 
the nature of the community in the 
past 10 years?  

  13.  What’s the high school dropout 
rate? Do most high school students 
go to college?  

  14.  What legends or true stories do 
old-timers tell and retell?  

  15.  How old is the oldest business and 
what is it?  

  16.  What famous/accomplished people 
have roots in the community?  

  17.  What kinds of books have been 
your community’s best-sellers over 
the past fi ve years?  

  18.  What are the most popular TV 
shows? How many people have 
cable?  

  19.  What happens in your community 
that has a signifi cant impact on 
people elsewhere?  

  20.  What’s the demographic profi le of 
your town? How does it compare 
with nearby communities?                           
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Thanks . . . and 
No Thanks

 In 1995, Yale University 
returned a $25 million gift 
from Texas multimillionaire 
Lee Bass (class of ’77) for 
the study of Western civili-
zation. Bass’ condition: He 
wanted to name the faculty 
members his money would 
support.  

Another donor with an 
agenda in mind had better 
luck. John Allison awarded 
$29 million to 28 colleges 
to support the study of 
capitalism from a moral 
perspective.  

Seventeen schools 
accepted a stipulation 
that Ayn Rand’s paean to 
capitalism, the novel  Atlas 
Shrugged,  be required 
reading in the course. 
When the faculty at 
Western Carolina Univer-
sity balked at a $1 million 
gift for a “Professorship of 
Capitalism” with the Rand 
requirement, the require-
ment was dropped. 

   Further Reading 

 Cremin, Lawrence A.  Transformation of the School: Progressivism in 
American Education.  New York: Random House, 1964. 

 French, Thomas.  South of Heaven: Welcome to High School at the End of the 
Twentieth Century.  New York: Doubleday, 1993. 

 Kozol, Jonathan.  The Shame of the Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid 
Schooling.  New York: Crown, 2005.  

Kozol says schools throughout the country are as racially imbalanced 
as they were before  Brown v. Board of Education,  and that in many of the 
minority classrooms there is little meaningful instruction. Kozol devotes 
much of his research to interviews with school children rather than school 
administrators. 

 Nathan, Rebekah.  My Freshman Year: What a Professor Learned by Becom-
ing a Student.  Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2005.  

Nathan, an anthropology professor, disguised herself as a fi rst-year 
college student at an unidentifi ed state university. (Nathan is a pseud-
onym.) She found few students involve themselves in the intellectual life 
of the university and few are involved in extracurricular activities. Stu-
dent–teacher relationships are few, and classroom discussions steer clear 
of controversy. (The ethics of disguises is discussed in Chapter 27.) 

 Rathbone, Cristina.  On the Outside Looking In.  Boston: Atlantic Monthly 
Press, 1998. (The author spent a year in a high school for students expelled 
from regular schools.) 

 Ravitch, Diane.  The Language Police.  New York: Knopf, 2003.  
Ravitch documents the self-censorship of publishers as they surrender 

to pressure groups, and the timidity of schools in giving in to such political 
correctness as:  

•  The elimination of “Founding Father” because it is “sexist.”  

•  Men may not be shown as strong and brave but as nurturing 
helpmates.  

•  Older people cannot age into feebleness and dependency but 
must fi x the roof and jog.  

• No disobedient children may be depicted.  

• “Men may not appear as plumbers and lawyers; women can.” 

 Sayre, Wallace S., and Herbert Kaufman.  Governing New York City.  New 
York: Norton, 1965. 

 Wildavsky, Aaron.  The Politics of the Budgetary Process,  2nd ed. Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1974.   
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     Part Six: Introduction  

 The fi nal three chapters contain general guidelines for the journalist. As in 
most of journalism, there are few absolutes in these areas, and even those we tend 
to think of as unchanging do shift in time. Take libel law: Before 1964, libel was 
state law and journalists had to exercise special care, for what was acceptable in 
one state could be the basis of a lawsuit in another. But with the Supreme Court 
decision in  The New York Times v. Sullivan  everything changed. In Chapter 25, 
we will examine the wide latitude this decision has given journalists. 

 Considerable changes have occurred in the area of taste as well. When once 
journalists were hemmed in by a long list of taboos and agreed-upon prohibitions, 
in this Age of Candor little seems off-limits, as we shall see in Chapter 26. 

 The last chapter, 27, takes us to the area of ethics, and here, too, journalism has 
changed. Once-acceptable practices are now considered unethical, such as racial 
and religious identifi cations. 

 The areas overlap, as the photo of a family’s grief on page 541 illustrates. It was 
legal for the photographer to snap this public scene at a California beach. But is 
it so wrenching that it approaches bad taste to spread the photo across the page of 
a newspaper? Another question: Is it an invasion of this family’s privacy to show 
them grieving moments after the child’s body was recovered? This is a matter of 
ethics, the morality of journalism. The newspaper apologized later, but the pho-
tographer said use of the photo was a public service in that it illustrates what can 
happen when water safety rules are not observed.                     
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 25   Reporters and the Law 

 One of the thorniest areas for the journalist is libel. To the beginner, libel 
inhabits a land of mystery in which all the guideposts read, “Don’t.” To the 
experienced reporter, libel is a cautionary presence in the newsroom. 

 Libel is published false and malicious information that defames a person. 
It is writing or pictures that:

   Expose a person to hatred, shame, disgrace, contempt or ridicule.  
  Injure a person’s reputation or cause the person to be shunned or 
avoided.  

   • Injure the person in his or her occupation.    

 Of course, many articles and pictures do libel individuals. In most cases, 
the defamatory material may be safe for publication or broadcast if it is 
 privileged.  By privileged, we mean that the article is a fair and accurate 
report of a judicial, legislative or other public offi cial proceeding and of any-
thing said in the course of such sessions, trials or proceedings. The contents 

•
•

   Preview 
 The laws of libel and privacy limit what reporters may 

write. 

  Libel:  Most libelous stories are the result of careless 
reporting. The courts have made it more diffi cult for 
public fi gures or public offi cials to prove libel. 

  •  Privacy:  The right to privacy is protected by law. The 
personal activities of an individual can be reported if 
the material is about a newsworthy person and is not 
highly offensive.  

 Journalists can use material without worrying about 
libel if the report is full, fair, accurate and free of malice. 
Also, statements in legislative hearings and courts can be 
reported. 

 Hidden electronic devices used in news gathering 
intrude on a person’s privacy. 

•

When in doubt, check 
it out.

Drowned child—an invasion of privacy?

David C. Neilsen II, 
Oroville Mercury Register
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Chapter 25 Reporters and the Law 509

of most public records are privileged. Those who made our laws recognized 
that open debate of serious issues would be impeded unless the public had 
full access to offi cial actions. 

 Another defense against libel is  truth.  No matter how serious the defa-
mation may be, if the statement can be proved to be true and to have been 
made without malice, the defamed individual cannot successfully bring legal 
action.     

       A third defense,  fair comment and criticism,  usually involves editorial writ-
ers and reviewers. As long as the comment or criticism is directed at the work 
and not at the individual, the writing is safe. 

 In summary, the libel laws hold that a reporter is not in danger if the 
material is from a privileged proceeding (public  and  offi cial) or if the mate-
rial is substantially accurate or constitutes fair comment. 

 For broadcast journalists, defamatory statements made from a prepared 
script fall under libel, whereas extemporaneous defamatory remarks are 
treated as  slander,  which is defi ned as oral or uttered defamation.  

   Grounds for Libel Suits 

  Matter that might be held libelous by a court would have to:

   Imply commission of a crime.  

  Tend to injure a person in his or her profession or job.  

  Imply a person has a disease, usually a loathsome disease 
that might lead to the individual’s ostracism.  

  Damage a person’s credit.  

  Imply unchaste behavior.  

  Indicate a lack of mental capacity.  

  Incite public ridicule or contempt.    

 A law dictionary defi nes libel as written defamation; published false and mali-
cious written statements that injure a person’s reputation. 

 For years, libel was a great weight on the shoulders of the press, particularly 
for newspapers that handled controversy and emphasized investigative reporting. 
The press associations and national publications had special concerns, for libel 
law was state law and was beyond the protection of the Constitution. What was 
legal in one state might have been libelous in another. 

 In effect, libel laws restrained the press, as the Supreme Court recognized in 
an epochal decision in 1964 that was to lighten the burden on the press. The Court 
ruled that defamatory statements could have First Amendment protection. Our seven 
danger points are still to be watched, but the press now has much stronger defenses, 
thanks to the Supreme Court. To understand that decision—and to understand the 
organic nature of the law—we must travel back in time to Montgomery, Ala.   

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

  Golfer Loses 
Libel Suit     

The columnist for  The 
Florida Times-Union  wrote 
this about the golfer John 
Daly:  

 How does Daly not 
fail the sniff test with 
fans despite possessing 
definite Thug Life 
qualifications? Look at 
the Daly blog. Domestic 
violence accusations? 
Yup. Substance abuse 
issues? Unfortunately. 
Three different kids from 
three different moms, 
making him the Shawn 
Kemp of golf? Yes.    

A former wife 
indicted for laundering 
illegal drug profits? 
Roger that.

    Daly claimed that the 
columnist Mike Freeman 
had defamed him, but 
Duval County Circuit Judge 
Hugh Carithers ruled:   

The only possible 
basis for a defamation 
action would be if Daly 
proved that one of the 
four underlying facts 
was false, but there is 
no genuine dispute with 
respect to any of the 
underlying facts.   
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510 Part Six Laws, Taste and Taboos, Codes and Ethics

  An Incident on a Bus 

  When Rosa Parks boarded the Cleveland Avenue bus in December 1955, she 
spotted an empty seat just behind the section reserved for whites. Tired from a day’s 
work in a downtown department store, she eased into the space, only to be ordered 
to move as more white passengers boarded. Seats were for white passengers only. 

 Mrs. Parks, a quiet, reserved woman, refused to give up her seat. She was 
taken off the bus and arrested. That weekend, plans were made by the black com-
munity to boycott Montgomery’s buses. 

 Martin Luther King Jr., a black minister who helped plan the boycott, recalled 
how he awoke early Monday morning to see whether Montgomery’s black resi-
dents would heed the word that it was better to walk in dignity than to ride in 
shame. The bus line that passed by the King home carried more blacks than any 
other line in the city. The fi rst bus went by at 6 a.m. It was empty. Another, 
15 minutes later, was empty, too. 

 That was the beginning of the boycott. Some 42,000 Montgomery blacks said 
they would walk to and from work or use volunteer vehicles and black-owned 
taxis until the bus system altered its seating arrangements and hired black drivers 
for buses along the predominantly black routes. 

 For 381 days, they stayed off the buses rather than be told to move to the back. 
Many people went to jail for violating the state’s anti-boycott laws, including Mrs. 
Parks and Dr. King. Finally, the Supreme Court ruled bus segregation illegal.  

   Tension Mounts 
 The struggle against segregation intensifi ed. The response was lethal. In 1963, 

Medgar Evers, a black civil rights worker, was murdered in the doorway of his 
home in Jackson, Miss. The following year, three young civil rights workers were 
murdered in Philadelphia, Miss.       

 Newspapers and television stations sent waves of reporters to the South to 
report the confl ict. Viewers saw fi re hoses, police dogs and cattle prods used on 
blacks in Birmingham, and they saw the clubs of state troopers in Selma. The 
press reported the cry of blacks for an end to humiliation, economic exploitation, 
segregation in schools and discrimination at the polls. 

 It was also obvious the South was hardly budging. The border areas, portions 
of Tennessee and Kentucky and metropolitan communities such as Atlanta and 
Richmond accommodated. But not the towns and parishes of the Black Belt—
Selma, Plaquemines, Yazoo City. Here, nonviolence met intractable resistance. 
Blacks might wait patiently outside the courthouse in Selma to register to vote. 
But the doors would stay closed to them, unless they were broken down by the 
federal government and the courts.  

  Press Coverage Increases 
 Because of the intensive coverage in the press, a consensus was developing 

outside the Black Belt. Most of the nation saw the anguish of the blacks who were 
hurling themselves against the wall of segregation. Some believed the nation was 
heading toward a race war. 

  Press Role     
 Some newspapers, 

notably  The Arkansas 
Gazette,  called for an end 
to segregation. Others, 
notably the Media General 
chain, supported the status 
quo. Those calling for an 
end to discriminatory prac-
tices suffered financially. 
(See Chapter 27.)    
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Chapter 25 Reporters and the Law 511

 In 1963, President Kennedy, aware of the developing confl ict, declared that 
the struggle of blacks for civil rights was a “moral issue.” Then four girls attend-
ing Sunday school in the black Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham 
died in a bomb blast at the church. 

 The press stepped up its coverage. In some northern newspapers and on net-
work television, the South was presented as a forbidding region of racism, its 
law offi cers openly defi ant of the law, its white citizens unwilling to adjust to 
the changing times. Some Southerners were so angered by the coverage they 
assaulted reporters covering civil rights demonstrations. The retaliation also took 
the form of suits against the press and television.  

  A Legal Club 
 Millions of dollars in damages were claimed by offi cials, who asserted they 

had been defamed by press and television. By 1964, libel suits seeking $300 mil-
lion were pending against news organizations covering the racial story. One of the 
largest suits was brought against  The New York Times  by fi ve offi cials in Alabama 
who contended that they had been inferentially damaged in an advertisement in 
the  Times  in 1960 that sought to raise funds for the civil rights movement. The 
advertisement, headlined “Heed Their Rising Voices,” described the treatment of 
black school children by the Alabama police. The fi ve offi cials brought suit for a 
total of $3 million. 

  Sullivan Case   The fi rst case to be tried involved L.B. Sullivan, a Montgom-
ery city commissioner responsible for the police department. The judge in the 
case ordered segregated seating in the courtroom, and after he praised the “white 
man’s justice” that had been brought to the country by the “Anglo-Saxon race,” 
the all-white jury heard testimony. The jurors, whose names and photographs 
were printed in the local press, were told that although Sullivan’s name had not 
been mentioned in the advertisement, his reputation had been damaged by the 
erroneous statements about the police. 

 During the trial, it was evident that the advertisement contained errors. It stated 
that Montgomery students had been expelled from school after singing “My Coun-
try ’Tis of Thee” on the steps of the state capitol. Actually, they were expelled for 
a sit-in in the courthouse grill. The advertisement also said students had been 
locked out of their lunchroom to “starve them into submission,” which was false. 

 The jury agreed that Sullivan had been libeled and awarded him $500,000 in 
compensatory and punitive damages from the  Times.  

 In a headline over the story about the suits against the  Times,  a Montgomery 
newspaper seemed to reveal the motives behind the libel suits: “State Finds For-
midable Legal Club to Swing at Out-of-State Press.”     

  The Court Acts 

  It was in this atmosphere that the Supreme Court considered the appeal of the 
 Times  from the state court decision. The case of  The New York Times v. Sullivan  
(376 US 254) in 1964 was to mark a major change in the libel laws. But more 
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512 Part Six Laws, Taste and Taboos, Codes and Ethics

important, by granting the press wider latitude in covering and commenting on the 
actions of public offi cials, the decision gave the press greater freedom to present 
issues of public concern, like the racial confl ict that was tearing the country apart. 

 The Supreme Court understood the unique nature of the appeal. The Court 
commented, “We are required for the fi rst time in this case to determine the ex-
tent to which the Constitutional protections for speech and press limit a state’s 
power to award damages in a libel action brought by a public offi cial against the 
critics of his offi cial conduct.” 

 In its decision, the Supreme Court took from the states their power to award dam-
ages for libel “in actions brought by public offi cials against critics of their offi cial 
conduct.” The Constitutional protections for free speech and free press would be seri-
ously limited by state actions of the kind the Alabama court took, the Court said.        

   Brennan’s Opinion 
 Justice William J. Brennan wrote, “The Constitutional guarantees require, we 

think, a federal rule that prohibits a public offi cial from recovering damages for 
a defamatory falsehood relating to his offi cial conduct unless he proves that the 
statement was made with ‘actual malice’—that is, with knowledge that it was 
false or with reckless disregard to whether it was false or not.” 

 The Court apparently agreed with the argument of Herbert F. Wechsler, who 
wrote in a brief for the  Times,  “This is not a time—there never was a time—when 
it would serve the values enshrined in the Constitution to force the press to curtail 
its attention to the tensest issues that confront the country or to forgo the dissemi-
nation of its publications in the areas where tension is extreme.” 

 Justice Brennan noted in his opinion that the Supreme Court had seen in the 
use of such legal concepts as “insurrection,” “contempt,” “breach of the peace,” 
“obscenity” and “solicitation of legal business” attempts to suppress the open 
discussion of public issues. Now it was libel. 

  First Amendment Extended   In the  Sullivan  libel case, the Court extended the 
First Amendment in order to accomplish a social-political purpose—the protec-
tion of dissident voices in a repressive atmosphere. The right to criticize govern-
ment, Brennan wrote, is “the central meaning of the First Amendment.” 

 The decision, establishing what became known as the  Times Doctrine,  noted 
that the “Constitutional safeguard was fashioned to assure unfettered interchange 
of ideas for the bringing about of political and social changes desired by the peo-
ple.” To accomplish this, there must be “maintenance of the opportunity for free 
political discussion to the end that government may be responsive to the will of 
the people and that changes may be obtained by lawful means, an opportunity 
essential to the security of the Republic. . . .” 

 “Erroneous statement is inevitable in free debate,” Brennan said. Running 
through the decision is the belief that free discussion will lead to a peaceful set-
tlement of issues. Free expression, he was saying, has social utility. The Court 
seemed to be addressing itself to the millions of Americans in trauma because of 
the racial confl ict.        

  Politic Action     
 The  Sullivan  case, like 

the school desegregation 
case 10 years before and 
the Nixon tapes decision 
10 years later, reflected the 
need for a unanimous deci-
sion to demonstrate that 
certain issues were beyond 
debate.  

The  Sullivan  decision 
supported a vigorous and 
free press.  Brown v. Board 
of Education, Topeka,  
said the 14th Amendment 
made school segregation 
unconstitutional.  

The Watergate decision 
came when the president 
was under suspicion and a 
crisis of leadership threat-
ened the nation.  

“Throughout history,” 
said an editorial writer for 
 The New York Times,  “the 
Court has been a vital fac-
tor on the political scene, 
even when trying to float 
majestically above it.”    
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  Four Decades Later     
 Sullivan’s suit against 

the  Times  also named 
four Alabama ministers as 
defendants, one of them 
the Rev. Joseph Lowery, a 
civil rights activist.  

Lowery gave the clos-
ing benediction at Barack 
Obama’s inauguration, 
44 years after the momen-
tous suit was decided.    
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“Actual Malice”   In summary, the decision in the case makes it clear that, 
under the Constitution, no public offi cial can recover damages for defamation 
in a newspaper article or “editorial advertisement” concerning his or her offi cial 
conduct unless he or she can prove the article is defamatory and false and also 
show that:

   The publication was made with the knowledge that it was false; or  

  The statement was made with reckless disregard of whether or not 
it was false.    

 Items 1 and 2 constitute the Court’s concept of “actual malice.” 
 The decision is the law in every state and takes precedence over federal and 

state laws, state constitutions and all previous state and federal court decisions. 
The decision applies to public fi gures as well as to public offi cials.   

  Courts Differ 
 Just where is the line that divides a public fi gure from a private fi gure? The 

Supreme Court has not clarifi ed the point. Lower courts have differed. 
  The Washington Post  escaped a libel judgment when a federal district court 

ruled a police informant was a public fi gure and had to prove actual malice. The 
 Post  had incorrectly stated the informant was a drug user. But three months later, 
a federal judge in Maryland ruled that a police informant was a private individual 
and thus need only prove that a Baltimore newspaper was careless in mistakenly 
stating he had broken into a lawyer’s offi ce to steal documents for the police. 

 In state courts, a Kansas judge ruled that a lawyer appointed to defend a pen-
niless criminal defendant was a public offi cial. Two months later, a Michigan 
judge said that an attorney appointed to represent an impoverished defendant was 
neither public fi gure nor public offi cial.       

  Police Offi cers   The Supreme Court may have clarifi ed the status of police offi -
cers. In 1989, it ruled that an offi cer that  The Danville  (Ill.)  Commercial News  had 
linked to a suspected burglary ring was a public offi cial and would have to prove 
actual malice. A student newspaper at Cleveland State University profi ted from 
this decision when a suit in which a campus police offi cer sought $300,000 in 
damages was dismissed. The newspaper had stated in an editorial that the offi cer 
had a reputation for “excessive force, brutality and discrimination.” 

  Caution:  Events that are the subject of gossip or public curiosity and have no 
signifi cant relation to public affairs usually do not confer on the persons involved 
in them the status of public fi gures. This means that no matter how public a per-
son’s marriage rift may be, that person is not necessarily a public fi gure. 

 If the reporter can prove that an event relates to public affairs or an important 
social issue, then the persons involved may be classifi ed as public fi gures. For 
example, if a physician or a lawyer injects himself or herself into a controversy 
over a local bond issue, then the person has become a public fi gure for news about 
the bonds but not about his or her personal life.     

1.

2.

  Coaches, Too     
 A Kentucky court ruled 

that an assistant basketball 
coach at the University of 
Kentucky was a public fig-
ure and thus had to prove 
actual malice. The coach 
had sued the  Lexington 
Herald-Leader  for its series 
on recruiting violations. The 
coach said the series had 
defamed him and ruined his 
career. A circuit court judge 
issued a directed verdict 
that the coach had failed 
to prove actual malice and 
dismissed the libel suit. The 
judge said there had been 
“no reckless disregard” for 
the truth.    
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No Question
Politicians and those 

in elective and appointive 
offi ces are public fi gures 
and must prove actual mal-
ice to prevail in any libel suit 
they may bring.

Robert T. Willett, 
The News & Observer
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  Attributing a Libel Is No Defense 

  In a story about a development scheme in an area adjacent to the university, a 
student newspaper said that a member of the local planning board had received 
a “kickback” from the developer. (A kickback is an under-the-table payment for 
special treatment.) Asked whether he knew that such a charge is clearly libelous, 
the student replied, “But I attributed it.” 

 His instructor could only shrug in exasperation. A reporter can be held liable if 
he or she repeats a libelous statement or quotes someone making such a statement 
unless the original material is privileged. 

 If the assertion had been made in court or at an offi cial meeting, the statement—
even if untrue—would be privileged and the privilege would be a defense against 
claims for damages, provided the report was fair and accurate.      

  Costly Attribution   When the FBI zeroed in on a suspect in a deadly bombing 
at the Summer Olympics in Atlanta, the media identifi ed the supposed bomber. 
Tom Brokaw on NBC said the investigators were close to “making the case” and 
that they “probably have enough to arrest him right now, probably enough to 
prosecute him, but you always want to have enough to convict him as well. There 
are still holes in the case.” 

 Yes, there were holes in the case, holes so wide the FBI fi nally admitted it had 
spent two months investigating the wrong man, a security guard who had seen a 
suspicious backpack just before the explosion. 

  The Atlanta Journal-Constitution  also used the FBI’s identifi cation: “Richard 
Jewell . . . fi ts the profi le of the lone bomber.” 

 When the media hunt was over, Jewell clearly had grounds for a libel suit. 
Rather than contest it, NBC settled for what was reported to be $500,000. The 
New York  Daily News  headlined the settlement story: BROKAW GOOFED AND 
NBC PAID. CNN also settled with Jewell. 

 The Atlanta newspaper refused to settle, and a lengthy and costly court process 
ensued. One court ruled that Jewell had become a public fi gure, which required 
him to prove the newspaper account was made with “actual malice.” The news-
paper showed it had acted in good faith, but Jewell appealed. His appeal ended 
when he died.  

Public offi cials: Government employees who have 
responsibility for governmental activities—elected offi cials, 
candidates for political offi ce, appointed offi cials such as 
judges, police offi cers and some others engaged in the crim-
inal justice system. The Supreme Court has said that not all 
public employees are public offi cials.

Public Offi cials and Public Figures

Public fi gures: People who have considerable power 
and infl uence and those who “voluntarily thrust” them-
selves into public controversy. Newspaper columnists, televi-
sion personalities and some celebrities who seek to infl uence 
the public are included. But not all prominent people are 
covered.
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  The Lesson   The point is clear: Reporters must make sure that charges have 
been fi led before naming suspects in criminal matters. What the police or other 
offi cials  say  they are doing or  plan  to do are not offi cial actions and thus are not 
privileged.   

  Conditional and Absolute Privilege 
 The privilege to those participating in court cases and legislative sessions is an 

“absolute privilege,” meaning the participants—the judge, lawyers, witnesses—
cannot be held legally accountable even for malicious and deliberately false state-
ments that are made within the scope of their participation in the proceedings. A 
newspaper or station, however, cannot use absolute privilege as a defense in libel 
suits. Their protection is known as “conditional” or “qualifi ed privilege.” The news-
paper must present full, fair and accurate reports that are free of actual malice in 
order to be granted privilege. 

 A candidate for re-election to Congress who says of her opponent, “That man 
is a swindler” on the fl oor of the House of Representatives can make the statement 
with impunity, and a reporter can publish the accusation. (Obviously, the reporter 
would also carry the accused’s reply.) But should the congresswoman make the 
charge in a political rally and the reporter’s newspaper print the allegation, both 
are in trouble, unless the reporter can prove the man is indeed a swindler, and this 
would require proof of the man’s conviction on that charge. 

  Warning:  These protections do not cover proceedings, meetings, or activities 
that are private in nature. They also do not cover records that are sealed by law 
or court order.  

  Hot News and Time Copy 
 The Supreme Court has been generous to reporters who make mistakes under 

pressure of deadline. But reporters who have time to check material may not fare 
so well under the Court’s distinction between “hot news” and “time copy.” The 
differences were spelled out in two companion cases decided in 1967,  Curtis Pub-
lishing Co. v. Butts  and  Associated Press v. Walker  (both 388 US 130), involving 
public fi gures. 

 Edwin Walker was a former Army general who had become involved in the 
civil rights disputes in the South and had taken a position against desegregation. 
He was on the campus of the University of Mississippi in September 1962 when 
it erupted over the enrollment of James Meredith, a black student. 

 The AP moved a story that Walker had taken command of a violent crowd and 
had personally led a charge against federal marshals on the campus. The AP said 
Walker had encouraged rioters to use violence and had instructed white students 
how to combat the effects of tear gas. He sued for $800,000 in damages. Walker 
testifi ed that he had counseled restraint and peaceful protest and had not charged 
the marshals. The jury believed his account and awarded him the sum he sought. 
The trial judge cut out the $300,000 in punitive damages because he found no 
actual malice in the AP account. 
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  Game Fix   Wally Butts was the athletic director of the University of Georgia 
in 1962. He was employed by the Georgia Athletic Association, a private cor-
poration, and so, like Walker, he was a private citizen when, according to  The 
Saturday Evening Post,  he conspired to fi x a football game between Georgia 
and Alabama in 1962. An article in the magazine said an Atlanta insurance 
salesman had overheard a conversation between Butts and Bear Bryant, coach 
of the Alabama football team, in which Butts outlined Georgia’s offensive 
strategy in the coming game and advised Bryant about defending against the 
plays.       

     Butts sued for $5 million in compensatory damages and $5 million in punitive 
damages. The jury awarded him $60,000 on the fi rst charge and $3 million on the 
second, which was subsequently reduced to $460,000.  

  Winner, Loser   The Curtis Publishing Co., publisher of  The Saturday Eve-
ning Post,  and the AP appealed to the Supreme Court. Butts won his appeal, 
but Walker lost. The Court ruled that the evidence showed that the Butts story 
was not “hot news,” but that the Walker story was. The  Post ’s editors, the Court 
stated, “recognized the need for a thorough investigation of the serious charges” 
but failed to make the investigation. 

 In the Walker case, the Court noted, “In contrast to the Butts article, the dis-
patch which concerns us in  Walker  was news which required immediate dis-
semination. . . . Considering the necessity for rapid dissemination, nothing in this 
series of events gives the slightest hint of a severe departure from publishing 
standards. We therefore conclude that Walker should not be entitled to damages 
from the Associated Press.”           

  Accuracy the Best Route 

  Most libel cases originate in a reporter’s error. The lesson is clear: Follow 
Joseph Pulitzer’s three rules for journalism, “Accuracy, accuracy, accuracy,” or 
risk trouble. 

 Well, you might say, look at how many cases the media won despite the mis-
takes. True, but in many of these cases the legal costs were ferocious. It can cost 
a million dollars for the average case, and  Time  estimated that had it not won its 
case quickly when the Scientology organization sued, its legal fees might have 
amounted to $10 million to $15 million in a drawn-out case. 

 Accuracy means checking everything yourself, not accepting someone’s word 
or work as fact.   

  Libel Online 

  The U.S. Supreme Court has given the Internet the same First Amendment 
protection as the print media, but the laws are being written about where respon-
sibility lies for libel.

  Punitive Damages     
“Money a court awards 

to an individual who has 
been harmed in a malicious 
or willful way. The amount 
is not related to the actual 
cost of the injury or harm 
suffered. Its purpose is to 
keep that sort of act from 
happening again. Puni-
tive damages serve as a 
deterrent.”   

—Daniel Oran,
Law Dictionary

 for Non-Lawyers    
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  A Costly Victory     
 NBC reported that 

Wayne Newton was 
involved with organized 
crime, and Newton sued 
for libel. A jury in Las 
Vegas, Newton’s home-
town, awarded the singer 
$22,757,273.80. Newton 
lost on appeal because the 
broadcast was accurate. But 
the case was 12 years wind-
ing its way through the 
courts, and the cost to NBC 
was in the millions.  

Anthony Lewis, who 
covered the Supreme Court 
for  The New York Times,  
notes:  

The case showed that in 
subjecting libel to constitu-
tional limits, the Supreme 
Court had not altogether 
removed from speakers and 
writers’ the burden of suits 
by parties with deep enough 
pockets to litigate worthless 
cases endlessly.    
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        Matt Drudge, the Internet tipster-gossip who puts out The Drudge Report, 
carried an item that the communications adviser to President Clinton, Sidney 
Blumenthal, had beaten his wife. His sources were identifi ed as “top GOP opera-
tives” who told Drudge “there are court records” to prove their charge. Drudge 
did not produce the records, and Blumenthal sued. 

 Drudge retracted, saying he had been used “to broadcast dirty laundry. I think 
I’ve been had.” 

 Who is liable? Not the carrier, AOL. Online service providers were immu-
nized from libel suits in the Internet Decency statute. But Drudge is not exempt. 

 Next, to another cautionary area, that of privacy, an area that is increasingly 
troublesome to journalists because of the public’s anger at the media for what it 
considers media intrusiveness.   

  Privacy 

  Whereas truth is the strongest defense against libel, it is the basis of invasion of 
privacy suits. Invasion of privacy is said to occur when an individual is exposed 
to public view and suffers mental distress as a consequence of the publicity. Un-
like defamation, which has deep roots in the common law, the right to privacy 
is a fairly new legal development and one in which there is less certainty for the 
reporter than in the area of libel.       

 A balance must be struck by the courts between the public’s right to know—a 
right commonly accepted though not in the Constitution—and the individual’s 
right to privacy.       

 Three categories of privacy concern the reporter:

   Publicity that places a person in a false light in the public eye. The Times Doc-
trine applies, provided the matter is of public interest.  

  Public disclosure of embarrassing private facts about an individual. If the facts 
are in an offi cial document, they can be published, but not if they are private 
acts of no legitimate concern to the public.  

  Intrusion by the journalist into a private area for a story or a picture without 
permission—eavesdropping or trespassing. The use of electronic devices to 
invade a home or offi ce is illegal. Newsworthiness is not a defense.     

   The Test: Newsworthiness 
 Except for intrusion, the newsworthiness of the event is a defense against in-

vasion of privacy suits. A public event cannot have privacy grafted on it at the 
behest of the participants. However, the reporter cannot invade a person’s home 
or offi ce to seek out news and make public what is private. Nor can he or she 
misrepresent the purpose of reporting to gain access to home or offi ce. There is 
no prohibition against following and watching, or photographing, a person in a 
public place, but the reporter cannot harass an individual. 

1.

2.

3.

  Surrender     
 Blumenthal dropped his 

libel suit against Drudge 
after three and a half years 
of expensive litigation. He 
was out $300,000 with 
more expenses probable.    
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  Ride-Alongs     
 The U.S. Supreme Court 

ruled that police officers 
who take along a reporter 
into a private home dur-
ing a search or seizure 
operation violate the Fourth 
Amendment. The police are 
liable, and the reporter risks 
being sued for trespass or 
invasion of private property.    
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       Although the law of libel and the right of privacy are closely related, they 
involve distinctive legal principles and are fundamentally different. Libel law 
is designed to protect a person’s character and reputation. The right of privacy 
protects a person’s peace of mind, feelings, spirits and sensibilities. Generally, 
privacy guarantees an individual freedom from the unwarranted and unauthor-
ized public exposure of the person or his or her affairs in which the public has no 
legitimate interest. 

 The right of privacy is the right of a person to be let alone unless he or she 
waives or relinquishes that right. Certain people, defi ned by the federal courts as 
“newsworthy,” lose their right to privacy, but the material published about them 
cannot be “highly offensive.” 

 In making rulings on the claim of invasion of privacy, the Supreme Court has 
applied the Times Doctrine. That is, even if the claimant could prove that the 
report was false, if it were a matter of public interest, the person bringing the 
action would have to show the error was made “with knowledge of its falsity or in 
reckless disregard of the truth.” 

  Privacy Guideline   Here is a useful guide from a federal appeals court ruling: 

  A reporter or publication that gives publicity to the private life of a person is not 
subject to liability for unreasonable invasion of privacy if the material (1) is about a 
newsworthy person—who need not be an elected offi cial or a celebrity—and (2) is not 
“highly offensive to a reasonable person, one of ordinary sensibilities and is of legiti-
mate public concern.”    

  Secret Taping 
 The courts are not sympathetic to the use of hidden electronic devices for  news 

gathering. When used, the courts have ruled, they can intrude on a person’s right to 
privacy. In a 1998 decision, the California Supreme Court ruled that newspapers 
and television stations can be sued for intrusion if reporters or photographers are 
“unlawfully spying on them in the name of news gathering.” And the following 
year, the Court ruled against an ABC News reporter who had secretly recorded an 
employee of a psychic hot line. 

  Telephone Taping   Reporters routinely tape their telephone conversations with 
sources who are sensitive about being quoted accurately. In most states, one-party 
consent (the reporter’s) is all that is necessary. But in 12 states all parties involved must 
agree to the taping—California, Connecticut, Florida, Illinois, Maryland, Massachu-
setts, Michigan, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, Pennsylvania and Washington.     

  Avoiding the Dangers 

  The guide in libel and invasion of privacy suits seems fairly clear. Caution is 
necessary when the following are  not  involved—public offi cials, public fi gures, 
public events. When a private individual is drawn into the news, the news report 

  Pictures     
 The picture was stark 

and it led to a suit for inva-
sion of privacy. The photo 
in  Today  of Cocoa, Fla., 
showed a woman covered 
only by a towel as she fled 
from a house where her 
estranged husband had 
kept her hostage. A lower 
court jury awarded her 
$10,000 in damages, but 
the state Supreme Court 
upheld an appeals court 
decision that overturned 
the verdict.  

The appeals court said 
the law is clear “that when 
one becomes an actor in 
an occurrence of public 
interest, it is not an inva-
sion of privacy to publish 
her photograph with an 
account of such occurrence. 
. . . The published photo-
graph is more a depiction 
of grief, fright, emotional 
tension and flight than it is 
an appeal to other sensual 
appetites.”    
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must be full, fair and accurate. Of course, no journalist relies on the law for loop-
holes. He or she is always fair and accurate in coverage. 

 Libel suits usually result from:

    • Carelessness.  

  Exaggerated or enthusiastic writing.  

  Opinions not based on facts.  

  Statements of offi cials or informants made outside a privileged situation.  

  Inadequate verifi cation.  

   • Failure to check with the subject of the defamation.    

 When a libel has been committed, a retraction should be published. Although a 
retraction is not a defense, it serves to lessen damages and may deprive the plain-
tiff of punitive damages.  

   Rush  +  Inference  =  Libel Troubles 
 Most libel suits result from a reporter’s rush to publish or broadcast the story. 

The usual care is not exercised in the speed-up. When the  New York Post  re-
ported that Whitney Houston had been hospitalized in Miami after overdosing 
on diet pills, a $60 million libel suit was fi led. The reporters handling the story 
would have learned it was a hoax had they called the hospital, which had no 
record of the singer’s admission or treatment. The newspaper retracted the story 
the next day. 

 Libel suits also result from one of our old enemies—the inference, or jump-
ing from the known to the unknown. A copy editor for an Indiana newspaper 
wrote this headline over the story of the closing of a restaurant: “Health board 
shuts doors at Bandido’s; Investigators fi nd rats, bugs at north-side eatery.” The 
restaurant owner sued, contending the investigators did not fi nd rats in his eatery. 
The copy editor testifi ed in the trial: “When I saw the word ‘rodent’ or ‘rodent 
droppings,’ that said rats to me.”   

 The jury awarded the restaurant owner $985,000, and the newspaper appealed. 
See  A Rodent Is Not a Rat  in  NRW Plus.     

  The Reporter’s Rights 

  The press carries a heavy burden. It has taken on the task of gathering and pub-
lishing the news, interpreting and commenting on the news and acting as watch-
dog in the public interest over wide areas of public concern. The burden of the 
press has been lightened by the foresight of the Founding Fathers through the 
guarantee in the First Amendment of the Constitution that Congress shall make 
no law abridging freedom of speech or of the press. This means that the press has 
the right to publish what it fi nds without prior restraint.

•

•

•

•
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          To journalists, it also means that they have the freedom to gather and pre-
pare news and that the processes involved in these activities are shielded from 
a prying government and others. Also, journalists understood that their sources, 
their notes, their thoughts and their discussions with sources and their editors 
were protected.  

   Wide Protection 
 They had good reason to believe all this. State legislatures and the courts in-

terpreted the concept of press freedom to cover wide areas of news gathering and 
publication. In 1896, for example, the state of Maryland passed a law allowing re-
porters to conceal their sources from the courts and from other offi cials. The con-
cern of the public traditionally has been that the press be free and strong enough 
to counterpose a powerful executive. This sensitivity to central government began 
with the revolution against the British Crown. It was reinforced by the generations 
of immigrants who fl ed czars, kings, dictators and tyrants.        

  But Not Absolute 
 There is, however, no clear-cut constitutional statement giving the press the 

privileges it came to consider immutable. Absolute freedom of the press has never 
been endorsed by a majority of the Supreme Court. In the 1970s following Wa-
tergate, as the press started to dig and check with growing tenacity, a former ally 
in its battles with governmental power—the judiciary—began to render decisions 
the press found to be increasingly restricting. Many of these decisions—particu-
larly those of the Supreme Court—convinced the press that its assumptions about 
its privileges were false. The press, the courts ruled, has no greater rights than any 
citizen of the land. 

 In its balancing of the public right to know against individual rights to privacy 
and the accused’s rights to a fair trial, the courts denied the confi dentiality of 
sources, the protection of unpublished material and the privacy of the editorial 
process. The courts gradually limited the press’ access to information, and some 
news gathering was specifi cally prohibited.  

  News Gathering 
 There are, of course, still wide areas of news gathering open to the press. Gen-

erally, the actions of offi cial bodies are accessible to journalists. Judicial, legis-
lative and executive activities can be freely covered—with some exceptions. A 
reporter has the right to cover a city council meeting, except for executive ses-
sions. But the reporter has no legal right to sit in on a meeting of the board of the 
American Telephone & Telegraph Co., a private company. 

       The Supreme Court ruled in 1972 ( Branzburg v. Hayes ) that the press has 
protection in some of its news gathering activities. The Court stated that “without 
some protection for seeking out the news, freedom of the press would be eviscer-
ated.” But the Court also ruled in  Branzburg  that a reporter cannot protect infor-
mation a grand jury seeks, and that grand jury proceedings are closed to the press. 

  Compliance     
  The Hartford Cou-

rant  decided to abide by 
a judge’s order to turn 
over nine negatives of 
unpublished photographs 
requested by a woman 
accused of a weapons 
charge. She wanted to 
show the court through the 
photos that she was not 
carrying a weapon when 
she entered a house. The 
newspaper went along 
with the order to avoid a 
court decision that might 
set a precedent that would 
bind the media to turn over 
requested material in all 
future cases, the managing 
editor said.    
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Worthwhile
“And always, long 

before falling asleep, I 
remember the wise words 
of an American judge 
who said—when he tried 
a newspaper for some 
disgusting slanders—’All 
the idiotic nonsense that all 
American newspapers write 
is a small, necessary and 
basically unimportant levy 
we pay for that immense, 
beautiful and vitally impor-
tant gift that is the freedom 
of speech.’ ”

—Václav Havel, 
playwright and former 

president of the 
Czech Republic
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When  The Fresno Bee  published material from a grand jury inquiry and its staff 
members refused to tell the court how they had obtained the information, they 
were sent to jail for contempt of court. 

 Executive sessions of public bodies may be closed to the press, but the reason 
for holding closed-door sessions must not be trivial. Usually, state laws defi ne 
what constitutes an executive session. Reporters are free to dig up material dis-
cussed at these closed meetings. 

 Material of a confi dential and personal nature held by such agencies as health 
and welfare departments is not available to the press. A reporter has no legal right 
to learn whether a certain high school student was treated for gonorrhea by a 
public health clinic. But the reporter is entitled to data on how many people were 
treated last month or last year and at what cost, how many people the clinic has 
on its staff and so on. Nor are there prohibitions against a reporter interviewing a 
clinic user who is willing to talk about his or her treatment, just as a person who 
appears before a grand jury may tell reporters about the testimony he or she gave 
to the jury.  

  News Gathering Process Not Protected 
 The courts have allowed plaintiffs to examine how a story was obtained and 

written. When a copy editor at  The Washington Post  wrote a memo saying she 
found the thrust of an article “impossible to believe,” the memo was admitted in 
the suit. The existence of e-mail records has complicated matters for the media as 
it has been diffi cult to remove e-mails from computers and servers, and these can 
be used in suits. This has given pause to some journalists who use the computer 
for e-mail interviews. The unedited, unused portions are available to plaintiffs.        

  Free Press—Fair Trial 
 Judges contend that some news can prejudice jurors and thus compromise a 

defendant’s Sixth Amendment “right to an impartial jury,” making a fair trial im-
possible. Criminal convictions have been set aside because of such publicity. 

 Judges do have ways to protect the defendant from damaging publicity that 
would compromise the defendant’s right to a fair trial. In  Nebraska Press Associ-
ation v. Stuart  (427 US 539), the Supreme Court discussed changing the location 
of the trial, adjourning the trial until pretrial publicity that may be prejudicial has 
dissipated, careful questioning of jurors during the voir dire ( jury impaneling), 
sequestering the jury and other strategies.    

  Confi dentiality Requires Protection 

  The courts have been determined to seek out the sources of information to 
assist law enforcement offi cers and defendants. The press has been equally deter-
mined to honor its promise of confi dentiality to sources.

          A Boston television reporter was sentenced to three months in jail for con-
tempt of court for refusing to identify a source who told her he saw police offi cers 

  End of the Line     
 Ten of the 19 witnesses 

who testified in the perjury 
and obstruction of justice 
trial of Lewis Libby Jr., the 
chief of staff of Vice Presi-
dent Dick Cheney, were 
journalists. Three of them, 
reported  The New York 
Times,  “played a central 
role in the conviction of Mr. 
Libby, their former source, 
by testifying about con-
versations they had once 
fought to keep secret by 
invoking the majesty of the 
First Amendment and the 
crucial role that confidential 
informers play in informing 
citizens in a free society.”  

Legal advisers to the 
media say that the pros-
ecutorial grace period since 
 Branzburg  that kept report-
ers out of grand jury rooms 
ended with the Libby trial.    
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  Brennan on Stuart     
 “Free and robust 

reporting, criticism, and 
debate can contribute 
to public understanding 
of the rule of law and to 
comprehension of the 
functioning of the entire 
criminal justice system, as 
well as improve the quality 
of that system by subjecting 
it to the cleansing effects 
of exposure and public 
accountability.”    
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loot a pharmacy. A grand jury was looking into the matter and a prosecutor told 
the judge his offi ce was stymied without the testimony of the witness. 

 Journalists traditionally have honored the request for confi dentiality, some-
times at a heavy price. In 17th-century England, a printer, John Twyn, refused 
to give the Star Chamber (a secret court the monarchy used to punish opponents) 
the name of the author of a pamphlet about justice that Twyn had published. The 
Chamber called the pamphlet treasonous, and when Twyn would not speak, it 
passed the following sentence: 

  (You will be) . . . drawn upon an hurdle to the place of execution; and there you 
shall be hanged by the neck, and being alive, shall be cut down, and your privy 
members shall be cut off, your entrails shall be taken out of your body, the same 
to be burnt before your eyes; your head to be cut off, your body to be divided into 
four quarters, and your head and quarters to be disposed of at the pleasure of the 
King’s Majesty.       

  No Privilege   Today’s journalists do not face Twyn’s fate, but they can be 
sent to jail for refusing to reveal their sources. Judith Miller, a  New York Times  
reporter, spent 85 days in jail when she did not divulge her source for stories 
about weapons in Iraq prior to the U.S. invasion. 

 Despite one reading of  Branzburg  that sees in it the absolute protection of 
sources, and another reading that sees it as permitting a qualifi ed privilege, a 
recent comment by an infl uential federal judge seems to have settled the matter. 
Circuit Court Judge Richard Posner wrote that  Branzburg  cannot be read to pro-
vide a privilege for reporters against compelled testimony. Posner’s opinion that 
 Branzburg  does not provide First Amendment privilege to journalists is widely 
cited by judges in their decisions denying privilege to reporters.     

  Sunshine Laws 

  All states have “sunshine laws,” or Freedom of Information acts that require 
records to be available for public examination. These laws were adopted in the 
wake of the revelations made in the 64 tapes of President Nixon’s conversations 
known as the Watergate cover-up. The public was concerned about secrecy in 
government, and although these laws were intended to allow citizens access to 
public documents and meetings, the access has been thwarted in many states. A 
watchdog organization, the National Federation of Information Coalition, said 38 
states have obstructed access. 

 Several Web sites can help reporters use these laws. They include the Reporters 
Committee for Freedom of the press ( http://rcfp.org ), IRE’s FOI page ( www.ire
.org/foi ), the Society of Professional Journalists site ( www.spj.org ) and the Free-
dom Forum First Amendment Center ( www.fi rstamendmentcenter.org ). 

 Government agencies put many public records on the Internet. A Web site, 
Search Systems ( http://searchsystems.net ), has a state-by-state directory of online 
records. If public records are kept in a database, reporters have the right to obtain 
any of the records.   

Constitutional 
Guarantees

First Amendment:
Congress shall make 

no law . . . abridging the 
freedom of speech or the 
press.

Sixth Amendment:
In all criminal prosecu-

tions, the accused shall 
enjoy the right to a speedy 
and public trial, by an 
impartial jury of the State 
and District wherein the 
crime shall have been com-
mitted . . . and to have the 
assistance of counsel for his 
defense.

Fourteenth 
Amendment:

. . . nor shall any State 
deprive a person of life, 
liberty, or property without 
due process of law, nor 
deny to any person within 
its jurisdiction the equal 
protection of the laws.
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  Freedom of Information Act 

  Access to federal records was limited until Congress enacted the Freedom of 
Information Act in 1966. The act, and important amendments in 1975, unlocked 
millions of pages of federal documents. The FOIA states that the public has the 
right to inspect any document that the executive branch possesses, with nine ex-
ceptions. These exceptions prevent reporters, or anyone else, from examining in-
come tax returns, secret documents vital to national defense or foreign policy, 
intra-agency letters and other sensitive material. 

 The 1975 amendments gave the federal courts the power to review classifi ed 
documents to make sure that they are properly classifi ed, and they put a limit on 
the time an agency can take to reply to a request. 

 Still FOIA battles can drag on. It took the  San Francisco Chronicle  17 years to 
obtain records about the FBI’s covert operations at the University of California–
Berkeley in the 1950s and ’60s. In 2002, the paper received more than 200,000 
pages of documents from the bureau. They showed that the FBI schemed to fi re 
the university president, oust liberal professors, harass Vietnam War protest-
ers and boost the political career of then-Gov. Ronald Reagan, who went on to 
become president. 

 In 1996, Congress approved an amendment to the FOIA, the Electronic 
Freedom of Information Act. The E-FOIA requires agencies to post frequently 
requested documents on their Web sites.   

 See  How to Use the FOIA-Freedom of Information Act,  in  NRW Plus.          

  Shield Laws 

  One effect of the attack on confi dentiality was the enactment of state shield 
laws, in effect in 34 states and the District of Columbia. These laws provide some 
protection to reporters in state courts. There is no federal shield law. In federal 
prosecutions, state shield laws do not help the reporter. 

 Reporters contend that their notes—which may include the names of confi den-
tial sources as well as the reporters’ own investigative work—should be treated 
as confi dential. State shield laws grant the reporter this protection unless in a 
criminal case the defense can prove that the notes are relevant and that alternative 
sources of information have been exhausted. 

 Shield laws are important. When the highest state court rules on matters cov-
ered by the state constitution, the issue cannot be reviewed by the U.S. Supreme 
Court because the state court is the fi nal authority on the meaning of the state’s 
constitutional guarantees. Some state constitutions have even broader protections 
than the U.S. Constitution. 

 The shield law is a helpful successor to the sunshine law, which requires pub-
lic bodies to meet in public unless there is a compelling reason for privacy.      

  Confi dentiality Necessary   Newspapers and broadcast stations contend that 
confi dentiality is essential to freedom of the press. The press points out that the 
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power of the government to punish people involved in unpopular causes led the 
courts to safeguard anonymity in many areas. The courts recognize the doctor–
patient and lawyer–client relationship as generally beyond legal inquiry. Journal-
ists have sought the same protection for their sources. 

 If the press is to be the watchdog of government, as the press believes the 
framers of the Constitution intended, then the press must be free to discover what 
public offi cials are doing, not limited to publishing what offi cials say they are 
doing. In order to ferret out the activities of public offi cials, insiders and infor-
mants are necessary. These informants usually must be promised anonymity. The 
courts, however, have not been sympathetic to reporters who seek to honor confi -
dentiality in the face of court demands for disclosure.  

  Keep the Promise   Once a reporter promises confi dentiality, he or she must 
honor that pledge, the Supreme Court ruled in  Cohen v. Cowles Media  in a 1991 
decision. St. Paul and Minneapolis newspapers promised a source that damaging 
information he gave them about a candidate would not carry his name. 

 After the newspapers decided to use the source’s name, he was fi red from his 
job. The source sued, and the court ruled that First Amendment protections do not 
prevent a newspaper from being held liable for violating a promise of confi denti-
ality. The state law on an implied contract was violated, the court ruled.     

  Tips and Tidbits 

  Here is some useful advice taken from court decisions, laws and the experience 
of journalists:      

  Interviewing Jurors   Jurors are free to talk about their experiences once a trial 
ends. But contact with jurors while they are deliberating can lead to contempt-of-
court charges. 

 The same general rule applies to those serving on grand juries. The laws affect-
ing witnesses appearing before grand juries vary from state to state. Some allow 
witnesses to talk about their testimony, but others forbid it until the grand jury 
inquiry is over.  

  Taping   The courts have ruled that it is illegal to use a tape recorder secretly 
while posing as someone else. This is invasion of privacy through  intrusion.  

 Don R. Pember of the University of Washington, author of a mass media law 
textbook, advises his students to turn on the tape recorder and to ask permission. 
Then the consent is recorded. Generally, he says, be “up-front with recorders.”  

  Wire Service Defense   Newspapers that publish wire service stories with libel-
ous material have been protected by the “wire service defense.” This legal concept 
holds that if the newspaper was not aware of the defamatory material in the story, 
could not reasonably have been expected to detect such material and reprinted the 
material without substantial changes, then the publication will not be held liable, 
whether private or public fi gures are defamed by the article.  

  Water Polluters 
Go Unchecked     

 One in ten Americans 
has been exposed to drink-
ing water that contains 
dangerous chemicals, an 
investigation by  The New 
York Times  found.  

The newspaper used the 
national Freedom of Infor-
mation Act and similar state 
acts to obtain hundreds of 
thousands of water pollu-
tion records. It found high 
levels of lethal chemicals 
and low levels of federal 
and state action.  

Pesticides in concentra-
tions linked to birth defects 
and fertility problems were 
found in tap water in Illi-
nois, Kansas, Missouri and 
Indiana.  

“In the nation’s largest 
dairy states like Wisconsin 
and California, farmers 
have sprayed liquefied 
animal feces into wells, 
causing severe infections,” 
the newspaper reported.  

Human waste was 
found in New York, Rhode 
Island, Ohio, California and 
other states whose sewer 
systems could not handle 
heavy rains.  

A dry-cleaning solvent 
linked to kidney damage 
and cancer was found in 
drinking water in Arizona, 
Massachusetts, New Jersey 
and New York.    
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  Altering Quotes    The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that changing a quote does 
not necessarily constitute libel unless the change gives a different meaning than 
the source intended. The Court stated: 

 If every alteration constituted the falsity required to prove actual malice, the 
practice of journalism, which the First Amendment standard is designed to protect, 
would require a radical change, one inconsistent with our precedents and First 
Amendment principles.   

  Illegal-Legal   The Supreme Court ruled that the First Amendment protects jour-
nalists who use material that was improperly obtained and passed along to them. 
This covers such material as telephone conversations, corporate documents and 
government memos. The Court stated: “A stranger’s illegal conduct does not suf-
fi ce to remove the First Amendment shield from speech about a matter of public 
concern.”     

  Press Disclosures Affect Freedoms 

  The press considers itself a monitor not only of public offi cials and public 
fi gures, but also of sacred institutions. This disturbs those who want and need 
ideals and heroes, men and women to look up to, institutions to be loyal to. 
The public reaction has been to resort to the ancient technique of blaming the 
messenger. 

 Tyrone Brown, a law clerk to Chief Justice Earl Warren in the 1960s, then 
general counsel for Post-Newsweek Broadcasting and later a member of the 
Federal Communications Commission, said the Court’s rulings refl ect attitudes 
toward the press. 

 “All those so-called absolute principles like the First Amendment are functions 
of the time when they’re decided,” Brown says. “The Justices’ role is a process 
role—making accommodations between various power groups in the country at 
various times.”      

      In several decisions affecting the press, some justices have suggested that 
the Times Doctrine be re-examined. They have asserted that subsequent rulings 
favorable to the press have permitted the press to abuse privacy and to be held 
exempt from responsibility for its coverage. 

 The courts have been more willing to close judicial proceedings and to gag 
those involved in civil and criminal trials. And countless offi cials are more reluc-
tant to allow reporters access to public records and entrance to meetings. 

 “There is an attitude of too many public offi cials that the material they are 
caretakers for belongs to them and not to the public,” said Paul K. McMasters, the 
deputy editorial director of  USA Today.  

 Although every state and the District of Columbia have open records and open 
meetings laws, “many newspapers ranging in size from the smallest to the largest 
national dailies fi nd themselves almost continually snarled in disputes over one of 
our most basic democratic rights: To fi nd out what branches of the government 
and its agencies are doing,” reported the American Society of Newspaper Editors.    

A Free Press 
And Its Limits

“The press was 
protected by the First 
Amendment so that it 
could bare the secrets of 
government and inform 
the people. Only a free 
and unrestrained press can 
effectively expose deception 
in government.”

—Justice Hugo Black, 
Pentagon Papers case

“This may involve a 
certain loss of innocence, 
a certain recognition that 
the press, like other institu-
tions, must accommodate 
a variety of important social 
interests.”
—Justice William J. Brennan 
Jr. in response to a Supreme 

Court decision that went 
against the press

“. . . the ultimate good 
desired is better reached 
by free trade in ideas. . . . 
That, at any rate, is the 
theory of our Constitution. It 
is an experiment, as all life is 
an experiment. . . . While 
that experiment is part of our 
system I think that we should 
be eternally vigilant against 
attempts to check the 
expression of opinions that 
we loathe and believe to be 
fraught with death. . . .”

—Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr.

“Of course not every 
claim of First Amendment 
protection has succeeded. But 
freedom of expression gets 
more protection today in this 
country than in any other. No 
other country, in particular, 
protects defamatory publica-
tions or hate speech in the 
expansive way that American 
law now does.”

—Anthony Lewis
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526 Part Six Laws, Taste and Taboos, Codes and Ethics

   Summing Up 

    • The police cannot arbitrarily deny a press pass to a reporter.  

  Except for placing reasonable restrictions on access to events behind police 
lines, the police cannot interfere with a reporter engaged in news gathering 
activities in public places.  

  Reporters cannot be denied access to open meetings of legislative or execu-
tive bodies.  

  The reporter can try to use state law to open certain hearings of public bod-
ies that have been closed as “executive sessions.” But there is no consti-
tutional right to attend. Several states have adopted “sunshine laws” that 
require public agencies to have open meetings and open records.  

  Reporters do not have a constitutional right to documents and reports not 
available to the general public. (The Supreme Court has equated the press’ 
right to access with the right of access of the public.)  

   • Reporters cannot guarantee a source confi dentiality, should be careful about 
what they print about the criminal past of defendants, may be required to 
surrender documents to a grand jury or testify before it, should be careful 
about assuring sources they are protected by a state shield law.    

  Further Reading 

 Abrams, Floyd.  Speaking Freely: Trials of the First Amendment.  New 
York: Viking, 2005. 

 Abrams, “the country’s leading practitioner of First Amendment 
law,” according to Anthony Lewis, writes that journalists should 
have a legal right not to disclose their sources. But he and co- counsel 
Alexander M. Bickel took a pragmatic approach in the Pentagon 
Papers case that resulted from President Nixon’s attempt to stop 
 The New York Times  from publishing material from a secret history 
of the Vietnam War. Aware of the Supreme Court’s rejection of 
an absolute view of the First Amendment, Abrams writes that the 
task of the lawyer in constitutional cases is to win them. The strat-
egy resulted in a 6-3 decision against Nixon. Abrams discusses the 
Wayne Newton libel case and derides Rudolph Giuliani’s attempt 
when mayor of New York City to shut the Brooklyn Museum 
because he objected to a painting in an exhibit. 

 Chaffee, Zechariah Jr.  Free Speech in the United States.  Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard, 1948. 

 Hand, Learned.  Liberty.  Stamford, Conn.: Overbrook Press, 1941. 

•

•

•

•
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 Lewis, Anthony.  Freedom for the Thought We Hate: A Biography of the 
First Amendment.  New York: Basic Books, 2008. 

 Lewis covers libel, invasion of privacy, journalistic privi-
lege, prior restraint and copyright. Unlike Abrams, he opposes an 
unqualifi ed shield law. He is critical of reporters who, he writes, 
“used to be outsiders, badly paid. Now they, at any rate those in 
Washington and others at the top in the profession, are part of the 
establishment, upper-middle class in outlook. They call themselves 
journalists rather than reporters. There is danger in all that: the dan-
ger of becoming too close to power.” 

 ———.  Make No Law: The Sullivan Case and the First Amendment.  
New York: Random House, 1992. 

 Pember, Don R., and Clay Calvert.  Mass Media Law,  15th ed. New 
York: McGraw-Hill Companies, 2007. 

 Sanford, Bruce W.  Synopsis of the Law of Libel and the Right of Privacy.  
New York: World Almanac Publications, 1991.   
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 26   Taste—Defi ning 
the Appropriate 

 When an Iraqi mob murdered four American contractors and mutilated 
and burned their bodies, newspapers and magazines published photos 
of the bodies dangling from bridge girders, people celebrating in the 
foreground. 

 Some readers were angry. They called and they wrote letters. An out-
raged mother told  The New York Times,  which ran a large page 1 photo, 
that hereafter she would “hide the front page from my 7- and 9-year old 
children.” A woman wrote  U.S. News & World Report  she was “appalled and 
disgusted by the photos of the horrendous act.” 

 Other readers saw the grisly photographs as a realistic and stark portrayal 
of “Iraqis opposed to the occupation,” as one letter writer put it.          

  Trade Center Photos   The anger and the acceptance were similar to the 
responses to the photographs of bodies falling from the World Trade Center three 

   Preview 
 Material that is obscene, vulgar or profane can offend 

readers and listeners. 
 Decisions to use such material depend on: 

  Context:  If the event is signifi cant and the material is 
essential to describing the event, offensive material 
may be used. 

  •  Nature of the audience:  A publication for adults or a 
special-interest group will contain material that a mass 
medium might not.  

 Newspaper, online and magazine reporters have 
wider latitude than broadcast journalists in language 
and subject matter. 

 Editors say that pictures are the source of most reader 
complaints. 

•

 A grisly celebration in Iraq—four burned 
bodies strung on a bridge. 

   Khalid Mohammed, Associated Press

     Keep your opinions to 
yourself.  
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Chapter 26 Taste—Defi ning the Appropriate 529

years before when terrorists struck the Twin Towers. Then, editors like Naomi 
Halperin, photography editor of  The Morning Call  in Allentown, Pa., responded 
to complaints. “It was the truth. The most horrifi c part of this tragedy is the loss 
of life,” she said. 

 To those complaining of the photos of the Iraqi murders, Bill Keller, executive 
editor of  The New York Times,  replied, “You can’t shy away from the news, and 
the news in this case is the indignities visited upon the victims and the jubilation 
of the crowd.”  

  Apologetic   But Brian Duffy of  U.S. News & World Report  apologized. “Our 
intention was not to offend,” he said, “but to present a faithful record of a trans-
formative moment. In doing so, however, we did offend, and for that I apologize. 
We erred.” 

 The major television networks edited the images to eliminate the most graphic 
scenes. Steve Capus, executive editor of “NBC Nightly News,” said, “Quite honestly, 
it doesn’t need to be seen in full order to convey the horrors of this despicable act.”  

  “Gruesome”   The video shows the body of Daniel Pearl, a TV journalist, lying 
on the fl oor. A hooded Palestinian approaches and hacks off his head with a large 
knife. The video was distributed by Pearl’s killers and in the United States it was 
shown on the Web site of the  Boston Phoenix,  which a week later published two 
black-and-white photos from the video on its editorial page—one of Pearl talking 
about his Jewish heritage, the other of his severed head.       

 To outraged viewers and readers, the publisher of the  Phoenix,  Stephen Min-
dich, replied, “This is the single most gruesome, horrible, despicable, and horrify-
ing thing I’ve ever seen.” But allowing the act to be seen made the public witness 
to evil, he said. 

 Bob Steele of the Poynter Institute’s ethics faculty took issue with the  Phoenix.  
“Any journalistic purpose in publishing the photos of his death is considerably 
outweighed by the emotional harm to Pearl’s widow and family. At the least, 
publishing these photos is insensitive and disrespectful. It may be cruel.”  

  Hardly New   Questions of taste have bedeviled the media ever since Benjamin 
Franklin set type as a colonial printer. He responded to complaints, “If all printers 
were determined not to print anything till they were sure it would offend nobody, 
there would be very little printed.” 

 During the Civil War battle of Antietam, photographers took pictures of the 
dead, and when they were published there were objections. To which Oliver 
Wendell Holmes replied, “Let him who wishes to know what war is look at this 
series of illustrations.” However, he suggested they be viewed only once because 
of their power.  

  Standards Vary   As we can see, the guidelines used to determine what is 
acceptable and what is in bad taste vary from editor to editor, medium to medium. 
What one editor decides is essential to the story, another fi nds offensive. 

    No one wants to offend readers or viewers. Nor—in the case of broadcast 
journalists—is there sense in offending the Federal Communications Commission, 

Death Plunge
Photographer Richard 

Drew described this photo 
he took moments after 
the World Trade Center 
was attacked as “the most 
famous picture nobody’s 
ever seen.” Tom Junod 
wrote in Esquire magazine 
that “the images of people 
jumping were the only 
images that became, by 
consensus, taboo.”

Editors who did not 
use Drew’s photo said it 
was too horrific for their 
readers and viewers. Bill 
Keller, executive editor 
of The New York Times, 
which published the photo, 
conceded the difficulty in 
deciding whether to run the 
photo. “Photos are trickier 
than words,” he said, 
“because their content is in 
large measure emotional, 
visceral, and because you 
can’t edit their contents.”

For other comments on 
the use of this photo, see 
Falling Bodies in NRW Plus.
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     Richard Drew, 
Associated Press  
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which has rules about obscenity, indecency and profanity. But how does a reporter 
or an editor decide when to risk giving offense in order to provide essential infor-
mation? Just what is the “good taste” that journalists are supposed to exercise? 
Let’s try to establish some guidelines.     

  Taste Is Relative 

  Taste is usually defi ned as a set of value judgments in behavior, manners, or the 
arts held in common by a group or class of people. Generally, these values help 
keep society stable and insulate it from sudden and possibly destructive change. 
Those who advocate strict controls on pornography, for example, argue that such 
material stimulates anti-social behavior. 

 These values are not absolute. Several factors are involved in setting standards. 
First, to a history lesson that shows us that what was once deemed offensive is 
now yawned at. We go back to 1973 to a space shoot.  

   Time 
 Two Cornell University astronomers had an idea for the  Pioneer 10  spacecraft 

fl ight. For its journey beyond our solar system, it would carry a drawing of a man 
and a woman as well as information about the planet Earth. Should the spacecraft 
then nuzzle down on some distant civilization, the inhabitants could visualize 
what Earth man and woman look like.      

 Changing Times   
When this drawing, 

which was carried on the 
fi rst human-made object 
to leave the solar system, 
was reproduced in the  Los 
Angeles Times,  a reader 
complained that it was 
“fi lth,” and many newspa-
pers removed various parts 
of the bodies of the man 
and woman before running 
it. Twenty years later, news-
papers were carrying stories 
about AIDS and condoms 
and running advertisements 
about birth control by the 
Planned Parenthood Federa-
tion of America.
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 The National Aeronautics and Space Administration accepted the sugges-
tion, and when  Pioneer 10  was launched in 1973, a gold-plated aluminum plaque 
engraved with a sketch of the Earth and its solar system and a drawing of a naked 
man and woman standing next to each other was aboard. NASA released the 
sketch to newspapers, thereupon confronting many editors with a dilemma. The 
picture was newsworthy, but would its publication be in bad taste?           

  Castrated   The  Chicago Sun-Times  published the drawing in an early edition 
after an artist had removed the man’s testicles. In a later edition, the rest of the gen-
itals were erased.  The Philadelphia Inquirer  did even more brushwork: The male 
had no genitals and the nipples had been removed from the woman’s breasts. The 
 Los Angeles Times  ran the drawing untouched. “Filth,” a reader wrote in protest.  

  Shocked   In 1939, people were scandalized when in the movie  Gone With the 
Wind,  Rhett Butler turned to Scarlett O’Hara and said, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t 
give a damn.” The word  rape  was taboo in many newspapers until the 1950s. 

 In 1963,  The New York Times  stationed a reporter, R.W. Apple Jr., in the lobby 
of a Manhattan hotel where President John F. Kennedy was spending the night. 
Apple recalled that while he was looking for offi cial visitors, he observed “a 
young woman of a Hollywood nature” heading for Kennedy’s suite. Apple called 
his editor with the information. He said he was told that “I was there to report the 
comings and goings of statesmen, not starlets.” 

 Recalling the incident,  Times  columnist Gail Collins wrote: “If that happened 
now, of course the only question would be whether Apple could avoid being run 
over by a crew from TMZ.” 

 These days, movies, theater, books and magazines leave little to the imagina-
tion. For those with exotic tastes, a $7 billion a year pornography industry caters 
to every conceivable fantasy, with not much legal interference. In time, journal-
ism dropped many of its taboos, too.       

 Let’s track some of these changes. First, we’ll look at language, to the use 
of words that have been taboo but with the years have become acceptable for 
publication.   

  Offensive Words 
 The story that appeared in the April 18, 1966, issue of  The New York Times  

about the Masters-Johnson study of the physiology of sex used words such as 
 vagina, vaginal lubrication, intravaginal diaphragms  and  orgasm.  As the story 
was being edited, a problem came up on the copy desk. 

 As the event is recounted by a  Times  copy editor, the desk noticed the frequent 
and explicit references to the female sex organ (six) and only euphemistic ref-
erences (two) to the penis—“genital organ” and “the organ.” The question was 
referred to an assistant managing editor who served as the arbiter of language and 
taste at the  Times.  He decreed  vagina  for the woman and  genital organ  for the 
man as proper. 

       Two years later, the  Times  was more forthcoming in its use of explicit lan-
guage. Reporting the changes  The Washington Post  and  Chicago Tribune  had 
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  The Washington Post  

tells its reporters that “soci-
ety’s concepts of decency 
are constantly changing. A 
word offensive to the last 
generation can be part of 
the next generation’s com-
mon vocabulary.”    
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  Frankness     
 Three decades after 

the flap about the use of 
explicit terms for sexual 
organs, the following 
appeared in a book review 
in  The New York Times:   

. . . Instead, Ms. Angier 
writes, the clitoris has no 
greater end than to serve 
women’s pleasure, and that 
is end enough. Unlike its 
drudge male homologue, 
the penis, on duty for both 
urination and ejaculation, 
the clitoris is a specialized 
organ capable of repeated 
stimulation and multiple 
orgasm.    
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made in a review appearing in their Sunday book review supplement, “Book 
World,” the  Times  said that the newspapers had stopped a press run of the supple-
ment to delete a section that “consisted of a paragraph containing reference to the 
penis in a discussion of the sexual behavior of primates.” 

 Here is the paragraph that so offended the sensibilities of decision makers at 
the  Post  and  Tribune  that they called back a million copies of the press run at a 
cost of $100,000: 

  Many a cocktail party this winter will 
be kept in motion by this provocative chit 
chat; man is the sexiest primate alive; the 
human male and not the gorilla possesses 
the largest penis of all primates. . . .  

 The  Post  and  Tribune  were clinging to the concept of the newspaper as family 
reading, although  Life  and  Newsweek  had used the word in their stories about the 
book,  The Naked Ape  by Desmond Morris, and although it was commonplace among 
millions of nursery school children who had been instructed to call a penis a penis.              

  Integration Battles   In 1960, during a school integration demonstration in New 
Orleans, the AP quoted some of the women who were shouting at the leader of 
the school sit-ins: “Jew bastard, nigger lover.” In response to protests that the use 
of such words was in bad taste, the AP said it “judged them essential to establish-
ing the temper and the mood of the demonstrators.” 

 Gradually, pertinence or signifi cance was becoming the guideline in determin-
ing whether an obscenity or profanity should be included in news accounts.  

  Watergate Tapes   A major turning point was reached during Watergate when 
the tapes of the White House conversations revealed a profusion of vulgarities 
and profanities. As the West Coast journalism review  feed/back  put it, the “Nixon 
administration made inoperative the detente that existed in the daily press against 
words once excised by editors.” 

 The words  shit  and  fuck,  used in the White House, appeared in such papers as 
 The Washington Post,  the  St. Paul Pioneer Press,  the  Atlanta Journal,  the  Kansas 
City Star  and  The Seattle Times.  

 It would have been impossible, many editors felt, to have changed the 
emphatic language of a statement by President Nixon from the key tape of 
March 22, 1973: 

  I don’t give a shit what happens. I want you all to stonewall it, let them plead the Fifth 
Amendment, cover up or anything else if it’ll save the plan. That’s the whole point.  

 The AP made a survey of newspapers using the Watergate material and found 
nearly a third of them printed all or nearly all of the obscenities without alteration. 
Slightly more than half sanitized the word  shit  or other words, and 15 percent of the 
papers completely edited out the vulgarities and profanities by paraphrase or deletion. 

  Three Words, 
Three Uses      

 When Vice President 
Dick Cheney on the floor 
of the U.S. Senate told Sen. 
Patrick Leahy to “go fuck 
yourself,” here is how three 
major newspapers quoted 
Cheney:  

 The New York Times:  
“an obscene phrase 
to describe what he 
thought Mr. Leahy 
should do.”

   The Washington Post:  
“go fuck yourself.”   

USA Today:  “go (exple-
tive) yourself.”     

  Three Words, 
Three Uses      

 When Vice President 
Dick Cheney on the floor 
of the U.S. Senate told Sen. 
Patrick Leahy to “go fuck 
yourself,” here is how three 
major newspapers quoted 
Cheney:  

 The New York Times:  
“an obscene phrase 
to describe what he 
thought Mr. Leahy 
should do.”

   The Washington Post:  
“go fuck yourself.”   

USA Today:  “go (exple-
tive) yourself.”     

  Freud on Language     
“Anyone who considers 

sex as something mortifying 
and humiliating to human 
nature is at liberty to make 
use of the more genteel 
expressions ‘Eros’ and 
‘erotic.’ I might have done 
so myself from the first and 
spared myself much opposi-
tion. But I did not want to, 
for I like to avoid conces-
sions to faintheartedness. 
One can never tell where 
that road may lead; one 
gives way first in words, 
and then little by little in 
substance too. I cannot see 
any merit in being ashamed 
of sex. . . .”   

—Sigmund Freud,   
Group Psychology 

and the Analysis 
of the Ego  (1921)     
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 One of the newspapers that did not use Nixon’s language was the Huntington 
(W. Va.)  Herald-Dispatch and Advertiser,  whose executive editor said, “In this 
very Fundamentalist market, we came to the conclusion that there was no reason 
to offend unnecessarily.”       

 Clearly, the importance of the issue and the prominence of the people involved 
motivated some editors to use the words as spoken. Several said the issue was 
of such importance that sanitizing the language would have altered the public 
record. On the other hand, some editors considered the vulgarities too strong for 
their readers.  

  AIDS   At fi rst reluctant to use direct language and graphic descriptions, 
television, radio and newspapers fi nally faced the reality of AIDS reporting. 
They dropped the euphemism  safe sex  and spoke and wrote about  condoms.  They 
replaced vague allusions to  sexual practices  and used  anal intercourse  in describ-
ing how the disease can be transmitted. 

      The New York Times,  hardly an innovator among newspapers, ran a story 
headlined, “Among Women, the Talk Is of Condoms.” Here is an excerpt from 
the piece: 

  Public Outrage, 
Private Delight     

 When it was discovered 
that Miss America was 
being displayed in the nude 
in  Penthouse  magazine (the 
photos had been taken 
before she won the title), 
the public was outraged 
and the pageant took away 
her crown. The issue with 
the photos sold 6 million 
copies, twice the maga-
zine’s normal circulation.    
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  “I keep them with me,” said Rebecca 
Pailes, a 25-year-old fashion designer. “I 
have them in my house. I won’t have sex 
without them.” 

 She uses a diaphragm also for birth con-
trol. “I use condoms,” she said, “just to pre-
vent disease.” 

 “I don’t trust anybody,” said Judith, the 
37-year-old owner of a small employment 
agency, who asked that her last name not 

be used. “I’m cynical about men. Nobody’s 
worth the risk. Who knows who the people 
they’ve been with have been with? But I’m 
not going to give up sex.” 

 Judith, who described herself as alternat-
ing between celibacy and promiscuity, keeps 
a drawerful of condoms in her kitchen. 

 “I give them to my friends who are celi-
bate and say ‘Here, now you can have sex,’ ” 
she said.  

 This was quite a change from the guarded coverage of the death from AIDS 
of the movie star Rock Hudson in 1985. Although many publications used the 
death to illustrate the danger of unsafe sex, only  Time  magazine used the word 
 condom.            

  Offensive Subjects 

  Disease and Disability   For reasons now diffi cult to understand, mention-
ing certain diseases and disabilities was considered poor taste in days past. It 
was considered improper to call attention to the fact that President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt used a wheelchair and that he could not stand unaided. No one wrote 
about his physical condition—the result of polio—and no one photographed FDR 
in ways that would reveal his disability. 

 When President Eisenhower had a heart attack in 1955, the press did fol-
low that closely. But two years later when his wife underwent a hysterectomy, 

  Air It     
“Therefore whatever 

you have said in the dark 
shall be heard in the light, 
and what you have whis-
pered in private rooms shall 
be proclaimed from the 
housetops.”   

— Luke 12:3     
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reporters were satisfi ed with the explanation that she had undergone a “two-hour 
operation . . . similar to those many women undergo in middle age.” 

 Gradually, good sense took over. When Betty Ford, wife of President Ford, 
underwent a mastectomy in 1977, the press reports were explicit.  

  Rape   The subject of rape has seen several changes from the days when a 
 Chicago Tribune  reporter, frustrated by the newspaper’s taboo against using the 
word  rape  in print, wrote, “She ran down the street shouting, ‘Help! Help! I’ve 
been sexually assaulted.’ ” 

 Generally, newspapers and stations do not use the names of rape victims, even 
when they testify at trials. The reasons:

    • The victim risks being blamed. Some people believe the victims want to be 
raped.  

   • Publication would stigmatize the woman.    

 When she was editor of  The Des Moines Register,  Geneva Overholser said 
that, although her newspaper did not run the names of rape victims, she favored 
their publication because it would help erase the stigma and focus attention on 
the crime, which is one of “brutal violence” rather than a “crime of sex.”  

  Gay Activities   Another area in which the taboos were almost total was the 
same-sex relationship. Slowly, and despite complaints from some religious 
groups, newspapers acknowledge gay and lesbian activities, public and personal. 

 In 1993,  The Salina Journal  published the fi rst gay wedding announcement 
ever carried in a Kansas newspaper. A handful wrote to support the newspaper, 
but most wrote in shock and dismay and 116 readers canceled subscriptions. 
Today, many newspapers carry such items as the following: 

  Catherine Overby and Kristen McCarthy 
celebrated their partnership yesterday at the 
Chapel of the Seaman’s Church Institute. 
 The Rev. Bertram Aiken, an elder of the 
Disciples of Christ, led the ceremony.    

 End of an Era    
“In the end, AIDS 

changed the way health 
was discussed. It was not 
possible to address preven-
tion and disease transmis-
sion unless you could talk 
about sexual activities 
without prudishness or 
embarrassment.”   

—Jane E. Brody,  New York 
Times “Personal Health” 

columnist     
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 After a campaign rally in Naperville, Ill., featuring the 
Republican candidates for president and vice president, the 
microphone was inadvertently left open and the following 
was heard: 

 George W. Bush: “There’s Adam Clymer, major-league 
asshole from  The New York Times. ” 

 Richard Cheney: “Oh, yeah. He is, big time.” 

 Cleansing a Quotation 

 Most newspapers, including the  Times,  stepped back from 
direct quotation, using “expletive deleted” or “a———.” 
 The Washington Post  and the  Los Angeles Times  used the 
vulgarity as uttered.  Post  Managing Editor Steve Coll said 
the paper’s policy is not to publish vulgar language offensive 
to family readers. But this seemed a case where a word was 
essential to the meaning of a news event. 
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  Place and Context 
 We know that communities differ. Some are more easygoing, cosmopolitan, 

more accepting of the different, the unique, the unusual. Language inoffensive in 
a newspaper or on a station in San Francisco would be tasteless to many residents 
of Salt Lake City. 

 Taste also is a function of the context in which the material is used. A story in 
 Rolling Stone  would contain language and references abhorrent to a reader of  The 
Christian Science Monitor.  Here is a sidebar to an article by Karen Rothmyer in 
the  Columbia Journalism Review  about her attempt to interview Richard Scaife, a 
major contributor to conservative causes:           

  Meeting Mr. Scaife 

 The NY Times 
On Obscenity  

The  Times  stylebook 
states that the newspa-
per “virtually never prints 
obscene words, and it 
maintains a steep threshold 
for vulgar ones. The  Times  
differentiates itself by tak-
ing a stand for civility in 
public discourse, sometimes 
at the acknowledged cost 
in the vividness of an article 
or two, and sometimes at 
the price of submitting to 
gibes.”   

The stylebook cites 
three exceptions to its 
“steep threshold”:   

∗The 1974 White House 
conversations that figured 
in the Watergate hearings.

∗The 1991 Senate 
hearing on the nomination 
of Clarence Thomas to the 
U.S. Supreme Court.   

∗Wording from the 
Starr Report concerning the 
impeachment of President 
Bill Clinton. 

 The NY Times 
On Obscenity  

The  Times  stylebook 
states that the newspa-
per “virtually never prints 
obscene words, and it 
maintains a steep threshold 
for vulgar ones. The  Times  
differentiates itself by tak-
ing a stand for civility in 
public discourse, sometimes 
at the acknowledged cost 
in the vividness of an article 
or two, and sometimes at 
the price of submitting to 
gibes.”   

The stylebook cites 
three exceptions to its 
“steep threshold”:   

∗The 1974 White House 
conversations that figured 
in the Watergate hearings.

∗The 1991 Senate 
hearing on the nomination 
of Clarence Thomas to the 
U.S. Supreme Court.   

∗Wording from the 
Starr Report concerning the 
impeachment of President 
Bill Clinton. 

 Richard Scaife rarely speaks to the 
press. After several unsuccessful efforts to 
obtain an interview, this reporter decided 
to make one last attempt in Boston, where 
Scaife was scheduled to attend the annual 
meeting of the First Boston Corporation. 

 Scaife, a company director, did not show 
up while the meeting was in progress. Reached 
eventually by telephone as he dined with the 
other directors at the exclusive Union Club, 
he hung up the moment he heard the caller’s 
name. A few minutes later he appeared at the 
top of the Club steps. At the bottom of the 
stairs, the following exchange occurred: 

 “Mr. Scaife, could you explain why you 
give so much money to the New Right?” 

 “You fucking Communist cunt, get out 
of here.” 

 Well. The rest of the fi ve-minute inter-
view was conducted at a rapid trot down 
Park Street, during which Scaife tried to 
hail a taxi. Scaife volunteered two state-
ments of opinion regarding his questioner’s 
personal appearance—he said she was ugly 
and that her teeth were “terrible”—and 
also the comment that she was engaged 
in “hatchet journalism.” His questioner 
thanked Scaife for his time. 

 “Don’t look behind you.” Scaife offered 
by way of a goodbye. 

 Not quite sure what this remark meant, 
the reporter suggested that if someone 
were approaching it was probably her 
mother, whom she had arranged to meet 
nearby. “She’s ugly, too,” Scaife said, and 
strode off.  

 Because most of the readers are journalists, the editors knew this brief exchange 
would enlighten rather than offend them.    

  Commercial Pressures 

  The media seek those who will buy the products its advertisers want to sell to, 
the young and the affl uent. These readers and viewers have grown up with MTV, 
nudity in the movies, a multitude of cable channels that offer programming that 
leaves little to the most far-out imagination.           

 Lifestyles have changed for this generation of 21- to 45-year olds from that 
of their parents, when a premarital relationship was hushed by the family, and a 
premarital pregnancy brought family shame. Today, the once austere  New York 

Language in the 
Popular Culture

 “I would certainly rather 
pin my colors to ‘Be not 
seduced; evil communica-
tions corrupt good man-
ners’ (I Corinthians 15:33) 
than sit through another of 
the new ‘romantic’ com-
edies in which every third 
word is  fuck. ”  

— B.R. Myers,  
The Atlantic Monthly 

Language in the 
Popular Culture

 “I would certainly rather 
pin my colors to ‘Be not 
seduced; evil communica-
tions corrupt good man-
ners’ (I Corinthians 15:33) 
than sit through another of 
the new ‘romantic’ com-
edies in which every third 
word is  fuck. ”  

— B.R. Myers,  
The Atlantic Monthly 

Rev.Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch26_528-544.indd   535men11994_ch26_528-544.indd   535 1/18/10   2:10:22 PM1/18/10   2:10:22 PM



536 Part Six Laws, Taste and Taboos, Codes and Ethics

Times  regularly points out in its wedding announcements that a couple had lived 
together before deciding to marry, and the newspaper publishes photos of obvi-
ously pregnant brides.      

  Reality   Feature stories refl ect the dating and mating scene of the audience the 
media seek to reach. Here is the beginning of a feature in  The New York Times:  

  Chris London remembers the fi rst time 
an impotence drug came to his emotional 
rescue. A 31-year-old lawyer and executive 
recruiter in Manhattan, Mr. London had 
been on a few dates with a lawyer who told 
him she couldn’t judge a man without fi rst 
having sex with him. The two made plans 
to meet after work. . . .  

 The story goes on to report that London had “a tablet of Viagra on hand” . . . 
and “later that evening he overheard his date giving his performance a rave in a 
phone call to a friend.”     

  Obscenity and the Law 

  On matters of obscenity, indecency and profanity,  Miller v. California  in 1973 
(413 US 15) is the standard for determining whether a printed work is obscene. 
The Court set state rather than national standards. It asserted, “Diversity is not to 
be strangled by the absolutism of imposed uniformity.”           

 The test is whether the work, taken as a whole, (a) appeals to the prurient 
interest as decided by “an average person applying contemporary community 
standards,” (b) depicts or describes in a patently offensive way sexual conduct 
specifi cally defi ned by the applicable state law, and (c) lacks to a reasonable per-
son any serious literary, artistic, political or scientifi c value. 

 For the work to be ruled obscene, all three elements must be present. 
 Although the courts have ruled that obscenity is not constitutionally protected, 

they have been reluctant to rule against printed material, even the pornographic 
publications that are sold at newsstands.   

  Limits on Broadcasting 

  The Federal Communications Commission is empowered to enforce federal 
statutes and the decisions of the courts in the areas of obscenity, indecency and 
profanity. The FCC can fi ne a station or revoke its license if it fi nds that it violated 
section 1464 of the federal Criminal Code, which provides for penalties for utter-
ing “any obscene, indecent or profane language by means of radio communica-
tion.” (“Radio” includes television.) 

     Mainline Media 
Still Constrained  

 The media again were 
put to the test with the FBI 
recordings of the telephone 
calls of Illinois Gov. Rod 
Blagojevich: dashes (----ing) 
and asterisks ( **** ing) 
in print and  bleeping  for 
broadcasts.  

The bloggers and some 
online news outlets showed 
little restraint.    
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The Four-Letter 
Word—Lyrical?

 In a case before the 
Supreme Court over a “par-
ticular four-letter word,” 
Justice John Marshall Harlan 
wrote that although the 
word is “perhaps more dis-
tasteful than most others of 
its genre, it is nevertheless 
true that one man’s vulgar-
ity is another’s lyric.” 
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 But even broadcasters and the FCC have changed with the times. In 1960, 
NBC censored the use of the initials  W.C.  on a nightly televised network talk 
program.  W.C.  stands for  water closet,  which in Britain means  toilet.  A dozen 
years later, the Public Broadcasting Service showed an “education entertain-
ment” called the “V.D. Blues.” There were no protests about the initials, and 
there were surprisingly few objections to some of the language in such songs 
as “Don’t Give a Dose to the One You Love Most” and “Even Dr. Pepper 
Won’t Help You,” which was about the futility of douching as a contraceptive 
practice. 

 Although some stations made cuts, and stations in Arkansas and Mississippi 
did not carry the program, the majority of public broadcast stations decided that 
the program was a public service. When “V.D. Blues” was followed by a 2½ hour 
hotline on a New York City station, 15,000 people called with questions about 
venereal disease. One of the city’s V.D. clinics reported the next day that the 
number of persons seeking blood tests went up by a third.  

   The Case of the “Filthy Words” 
 In 1973, in a broadcast in the early afternoon over station WBAI (FM) in New 

York City, George Carlin gave a comedy monologue entitled “The Seven Words 
You Can’t Say on Radio and Television.” Carlin said his intent was to show that 
the language of ordinary people is not threatening or obscene. The station later 
said in its defense that the broadcast was in the tradition of satire. In the broad-
casts Carlin had said: 

  I was thinking one night about the words you couldn’t say on the public 
airwaves . . . and it came down to seven but the list is open to amendment and in 
fact has been changed. . . . The original seven words were shit, piss, fuck, cunt, 
cocksucker, motherfucker and tits. . . .  

 He repeated the tabooed words several times in what he said later was a pur-
poseful “verbal shock treatment.” 

 There was one complaint, and the FCC investigated. In 1975, it issued a 
declaratory order fi nding that the words were “patently offensive by contempo-
rary community standards for the broadcast medium and are accordingly ‘inde-
cent’ when broadcast by radio or television. These words were broadcast at a time 
when children were undoubtedly in the audience.” 

 The station was not prosecuted. The fi nding, however, was made part of the 
station’s fi le. In effect, the station was put on probation. 

  Limited Protection   The station appealed to the federal courts, and many sta-
tions and civil rights advocates joined the appeal against what was seen as a threat 
to freedom of expression. The case—which became known as the “Filthy Words 
Case”—reached the U.S. Supreme Court, and in 1978 in  FCC v. Pacifi ca,  the 
Court ruled 5-4 that radio and television stations do not have the constitutional 
right to broadcast indecent words. It said that the government has the right to for-
bid such words because of the broadcast medium’s “uniquely pervasive presence 

     FCC Rules  
 The FCC has stated 

that no words as such are 
indecent, but case studies 
show that the Commission 
has acted when there are 
 expletives,  as in the  Carlin  
case, when  sexual innuendo  
is clear and when sexual 
or excretory activities are 
described.    
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The Media and 
The B Word

 During the 2008 pri-
mary races, a woman asked 
Sen. John McCain, “How 
do we beat the bitch?” an 
obvious reference to the 
Democratic primary presi-
dential candidate Hillary 
Clinton.  

Kathleen Hall Jamieson 
and Jacqueline Dunn of 
the University of Penn-
sylvania examined media 
coverage and found “the 
word ‘bitch’ is still taboo 
in mainstream broadcast 
and cable.” However, they 
wrote, “what is gingerly 
treated as the ‘b’ word in 
those venues is more often 
cast as BITCH on Facebook 
and as doctored visual 
equivalents on YouTube.”  

YouTube, they found, 
had more than 500 videos 
whose titles included “Hill-
ary Clinton: Crazy Bitch” 
(5,629 discrete views); “Hill-
ary Sucks” (16,178 discrete 
views). 
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and as doctored visual 
equivalents on YouTube.”  

YouTube, they found, 
had more than 500 videos 
whose titles included “Hill-
ary Clinton: Crazy Bitch” 
(5,629 discrete views); “Hill-
ary Sucks” (16,178 discrete 
views). 
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in the lives of all Americans.” The Court stated that “of all forms of communi-
cation, it is broadcasting that has received the most limited First Amendment 
protection.” 

 The Supreme Court emphasized the limits of its ruling:           

  It is appropriate, in conclusion, to emphasize the narrowness of our ruling. . . . 
The Commission’s (FCC) decision rested entirely on a nuisance rationale under 
which context is all important. . . . The time of day was emphasized by the 
Commission. . . .      

  Pictures 

  The front-page color photograph of the dying racing bicyclist infuriated many 
readers of  The Sacramento Bee  as did the equally graphic photo on page 1 in 
 The Press-Enterprise  of Riverside, Calif., of a woman who had hanged herself in 
Bosnia. (See p. 540.) 

 The  Bee ’s ombudsman, Art Nauman, said, “Only a few times in my 15-year 
tenure as an ombudsman have I had as an intense outpouring of negative reader 
comments as I had on this picture.” 

 “Readers,” says the Reader Representative of  The Hartford Courant,  “may be 
appalled at a news story, but they are shocked and outraged at a news photo.”  

   The Defense 
 In response, editors are equally vehement. Managing Editor Mel Optowsky of 

 The Press-Enterprise  responded: “The story that picture tells is a horror. What is 
going on in Bosnia is a horror. It is a holocaust, the destruction of a people’s body, 
mind, spirit and their worldly goods. 

 “The picture tells the story of the holocaust in a way that tens of thousands of 
words cannot.” 

 Optowsky said the staff had a long discussion about using the photo. 
 “We discussed, for instance, the failure of much of the American press 60 

years ago to adequately describe another holocaust and the consequent failure of 
a good people, the American people, to do something about it.” 

  The Flint  (Mich.)  Journal  published a photo of a Somali mother mourning 
the death of her young son whose emaciated body is clearly visible in the photo. 
Readers complained and in an editorial, the newspaper responded: 

     Shocking  
 The cover of the Aug. 

15, 1993,  New York Times 
Magazine  brought gasps 
from its 1.8 million read-
ers—and shock, anger and 
applause. The cover was a 
full-page color photograph 
of a woman in a white 
dress displaying her scarred 
chest, the result of her 
mastectomy that removed 
a breast. It was used to 
illustrate an article about 
breast cancer, “You Can’t 
Look Away Any More.”  

The photograph 
drew 500 letters, about 
two-thirds favorable. The 
woman in the photograph, 
the model Matuschka, who 
took the photo herself, said 
she has tried to use her 
own experience to make 
people confront the grow-
ing problem of breast can-
cer. She said the magazine 
editor accepted her photo 
“without a lot of hemming 
and hawing . . . it took a lot 
of guts.”    

     Shocking  
 The cover of the Aug. 

15, 1993,  New York Times 
Magazine  brought gasps 
from its 1.8 million read-
ers—and shock, anger and 
applause. The cover was a 
full-page color photograph 
of a woman in a white 
dress displaying her scarred 
chest, the result of her 
mastectomy that removed 
a breast. It was used to 
illustrate an article about 
breast cancer, “You Can’t 
Look Away Any More.”  

The photograph 
drew 500 letters, about 
two-thirds favorable. The 
woman in the photograph, 
the model Matuschka, who 
took the photo herself, said 
she has tried to use her 
own experience to make 
people confront the grow-
ing problem of breast can-
cer. She said the magazine 
editor accepted her photo 
“without a lot of hemming 
and hawing . . . it took a lot 
of guts.”    

  Good. It should. 
 It should offend all of us. 
 We should be outraged and incensed—

not that newspapers would publish such a 
graphic and tragic image, but that the world 
would allow such suffering, such violence 
to continue. 

 Yes, the picture was horrifying. It made 
people uncomfortable. That was the point 
in publishing it. It was to open people’s 
eyes to the catastrophe that continues to 
unfold there.  
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 When the  Daily News  in New York ran a photo of a severed hand found 
near the World Trade Center terror bombings, readers complained. The photo 
was described by some critics as the most horrifi c picture ever published by 
an American newspaper. To those who complained, Editor-in-Chief Ed Kosner 
replied, “It’s no time to be squeamish.” However, the grim photo ran in only 
one edition.   

 See  NRW Plus,   Severed Hand.     

  Photo Guidelines 

  Claude Cookman, who worked as a picture editor for newspapers, says that 
these questions must be resolved:

   What do the pictures really show?  

  What are the readers likely to add to or read into their interpretation of the 
photos’ content?  

  What are the circumstances under which the photographs were obtained?  

  How compelling is the news situation out of which the photos arose?  

  How compelling or signifi cant are the photos in terms of what they teach us 
about the human experience?  

  Do the positive reasons for publishing the photos outweigh the almost 
certain negative reaction they will elicit from a sizable portion of the 
readership?               

   Application 
 The photo of a family crying over the body of the drowned child has become 

a textbook case study. (See page 541.) Many readers protested its use in  The Ba-
kersfi eld Californian  as an invasion of the family’s privacy. The managing editor 
apologized: “We make mistakes—and this clearly was a big one.” 

 The photographer, John Harte, did not apologize for taking it or for his news-
paper’s using it: 

  Our area is plagued by an unusually high number of drownings annually. Dur-
ing the week this photo was taken, there were four drownings, two that day, in 
our area’s public waters. . . . We hoped that by running this one our readers would 
have gotten the message that we felt it was important they witness the horror that 
can result when water safety is taken lightly.  

 Harte was applying No. 6 in Cookman’s list. But is this suffi cient to defend the 
use of the photograph? 

 Christopher Meyers, a member of the philosophy department at the California 
State University at Bakersfi eld, wrote that the basic defense for use of the pho-
tograph was its journalistic merit: “It was timely; the ‘story’ was relevant to 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Response
 Richard Drew, the 

Associated Press photogra-
pher whose photo of the 
man falling to his death 
from the World Trade 
Center is shown early in this 
chapter, also took photos 
of a bloody Bobby Kennedy 
moments after he was 
assassinated in 1968. Unlike 
the falling-man photo, the 
Kennedy death photos 
were widely used.   

Drew says the differ-
ence is that Kennedy was 
well-known, “an American 
prince,” whereas the falling 
man was anonymous, the 
fellow who turns up each 
day to work in some tall 
office building, one of a 
throng. In defending his 
Trade Center photograph, 
Drew says, “He is you and 
me.”
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     Ethan Hyman,  The News & Observer        AP photo by Darko Bandic  

    AP photo by Pascal Pavani 

   Anger and Acceptance   
The photographs of the 

dying cyclist and the hanged 
woman provoked angry 
responses from the read-
ers of the newspapers that 
published them. But no one 
protested the photograph 
in  The News & Observer  of 
Sgt. Joey Bozik and his wife, 
Jayme, taken at Walter Reed 
Army Medical Center shortly 
after their wedding.  

Bozik lost both legs and 
his right arm when the 
Humvee in which he was 
riding was bombed near 
Baghdad.  

Melanie Sill, execu-
tive editor of  The News & 
Observer,  said, “The photo-
graph provides an enduring 
statement about the human 
cost of war and the spirit of 
those who make sacrifi ces 
that few can comprehend.”  
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 Californian  readers; the photograph is both artistically compelling and emotionally 
gripping. . . .” 

 But he fi nds its use morally indefensible. It was an invasion of the family’s 
privacy and it reduced the family to objects of our interest, denying them their 
status as “part of the human family.” As for the argument the photographer pre-
sents, Meyers says that it would be impossible to determine that the photograph did 
indeed save any lives. This use of utilitarian ethics as a defense might “justify some 
use of the photo,” he said, but not the way it was used. There was in this case, he 
says, “too much emphasis on journalistic values and not enough on moral values.”  

     Iraq War Dead 
Photo Ban Lifted  

 WASHINGTON, Feb. 27 
(UPI)—U.S. President Barack 
Obama has ended the ban 
on news organizations pho-
tographing the flag-covered 
coffins of American soldiers 
killed in Iraq as they return 
to the United States through 
Dover Air Force Base in 
Delaware. The change will 
also apply to U.S. war dead 
from the growing conflict in 
Afghanistan.  

Now each family will 
decide if news organiza-
tions can cover their family 
members’ return. The 
ban was one of the many 
controversial innovations of 
the Bush administration in 
its managing of the media 
coverage of the Iraq War.      

Bush administration offi-
cials and their supporters 
took the position that the 
ban preserved the privacy 
of the families of the dead. 
However, many critics 
argued that instead it cal-
lously and cynically deprived 
the war dead of an element 
of national recognition 
of their sacrifice for the 
country’s cause while play-
ing down the human cost 
of pursuing that cause.

     Iraq War Dead 
Photo Ban Lifted  

 WASHINGTON, Feb. 27 
(UPI)—U.S. President Barack 
Obama has ended the ban 
on news organizations pho-
tographing the flag-covered 
coffins of American soldiers 
killed in Iraq as they return 
to the United States through 
Dover Air Force Base in 
Delaware. The change will 
also apply to U.S. war dead 
from the growing conflict in 
Afghanistan.  

Now each family will 
decide if news organiza-
tions can cover their family 
members’ return. The 
ban was one of the many 
controversial innovations of 
the Bush administration in 
its managing of the media 
coverage of the Iraq War.      

Bush administration offi-
cials and their supporters 
took the position that the 
ban preserved the privacy 
of the families of the dead. 
However, many critics 
argued that instead it cal-
lously and cynically deprived 
the war dead of an element 
of national recognition 
of their sacrifice for the 
country’s cause while play-
ing down the human cost 
of pursuing that cause.

     John Harte,  The Bakersfi eld Californian   
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  Death 
 Nora Ephron, a media critic, says of pictures of death: “I recognize that print-

ing pictures of corpses raises all sorts of problems about taste and titillation and 
sensationalism; the fact is, however, that people die. Death happens to be one of 
life’s main events. And it is irresponsible—and more than that, inaccurate—for 
newspapers to fail to show it.” 

 A sensitivity to personal feelings is essential to the journalist, not because 
invasions of privacy are illegal but because compassion is a compelling moral 
demand on the journalist. The photograph can be as callously intrusive as the 
television crew at the scene of a disaster poking camera and microphone in the 
faces of the bereaved. Yet death is part of reality, and it is possible to be overly 
sensitive to it. 

 Death has provided the press with almost as many problems as has sexual 
material. We cringe at confrontation with our mortality. Morticians try to make 
death resemble life. Wakes are no longer fashionable. Black for the bereaved is a 
past practice. Children are kept from funerals by solicitous relatives. Death is said 
to be our last taboo.           

 Young reporters sometimes go to the other extreme. Carried away by the 
drama of violence, they may chronicle the details of death—the conditions of 
bodies strewn alongside the airliner, the mutilated homicide victim, the precise 
plans of the youngster who committed suicide in the family’s garage. 

 This enthusiasm is as tasteless as prurient sexual interest, for it uses the tabooed 
subject as the means to shock readers, to call attention to the reporting rather than 
to the subject. Death can be terrible and horrifying. But its terror and horror are 
best made known through understatement. In sensitive areas, the whisper speaks 
louder than the shout.     

Murrow’s Memorable 
Buchenwald Report

 “Murrow follows the 
Third Army into Buchen-
wald and was profoundly 
moved, depressed, 
angered. His anger was 
his greatest weapon, but 
he knew how to control 
it. He described people 
being piled up like cords of 
wood. No adjectives. I don’t 
think I ever heard him use 
an adjective. People piled 
up like cords of wood, ten 
deep, and the smell. With-
out saying that he vomited, 
you knew he did.”  

— Fred Friendly on 
Murrow’s broadcast 

from the Buchenwald 
concentration camp at the 

end of World War II  
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end of World War II  

   Summing Up 

 Standards of taste traditionally were set by the upper class and the elders 
and religious leaders of the community. This held on, more or less, until the 
Depression of the 1930s, World War II and the postwar social upheavals. 

 With the economic collapse of the Depression came a questioning of the 
old ways, an unwillingness to accept edicts from authorities and a willingness 
to experiment with new, daring and different ideas. The old ways had given 
the country malnourished children, had uprooted families and had forced poor 
but proud men and women to seek welfare. 

  Social Ferment  World War II thrust an isolationist nation into a maelstrom. 
Not only did the shrinking of the protective oceans force the country to change 
its geopolitical assumptions, the war caused massive social disruption: Millions 
of young men were uprooted, hundreds of thousands of women were enlisted 

     Intrusive or Revealing? 
 Freeman Ramsey,  

The Tennessean   
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in the work force, blacks migrated from the agrarian south to the industrialized 
Midwest and Northeast. Classes, sexes and races mixed and mingled. 

 At the same time, unspeakable atrocities occurred over Europe and Asia. 
The Nazi brutalities, at fi rst disbelieved as too vile, too incomprehensible to be 
true, were verifi ed. Murder of the children, the disabled and the different had 
become German state policy. A nation that had given the world Beethoven and 
Goethe had acquiesced in the state’s policy of slaughter. 

 The pictures of stacks of dead, Edward R. Murrow’s broadcast from 
Buchenwald, the testimony of the killers at their trials could not be overlooked. 

 Nor could the changes at home. 

  Old Balances Upset  The civil rights struggles of the 1950s and the libera-
tion movements of the 1960s involved actions and language the old rules of 
taste would have deemed improper. But journalists knew that they had to be 
reported. The profanities and obscene acts that accompanied the country’s 
crises were symbols of the collapse of the old order. The battles and the new 
balances—the young, for example, were exerting greater social and political 
power—had to be reported. 

 Although some of the more conservative members of the community con-
sidered the young to be the modern counterparts of the barbarians at the gates, 
the young unquestionably were causing signifi cant changes in society. But to 
report the full dimensions of these activities—the language and slogans—the 
media would risk censure by the upholders of order in the community. Radio 
and television station managers had less leeway. The FCC, they said, required 
them to conform to contemporary community standards. 

 But new technology widened the gap between those who tried to uphold the 
old rules and those who were offering words and pictures. Cable TV moved a 
wide variety of experiences, including explicit sexual material, into the home. 

 But taste is not a free-for-all for journalists. Those who work for the stan-
dard media need guidelines. 

  General Guidelines 
 First, some personal rules of the road. Although journalists are told that 

decisions on matters of taste are made by their editors, individual criteria are 
helpful. 

 Obviously, what and how a reporter sees are infl uenced by his or her atti-
tudes and values. A censorious reporter may block out relevant material. A 
prurient reporter may overindulge his or her fantasies. An open attitude toward 
these issues is a corrective to the natural propensity to be guided, and conse-
quently victimized, by impulse and sentiment. 

 By their nature, editors are conservative. Like libel lawyers, when they are 
in doubt they tend to throw out questionable material. Reporters learn early in 
their careers to fi ght for stories. The reporter who has a set of standards from 
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which to argue his or her story past the desk will be better able to do a good job 
of presenting to readers and listeners the world of reality. 

 The self-appointed guardians of good taste no longer have the power to 
enforce dicta. Now, it’s the journalist who decides what is essential and what 
is offensive and unnecessary. Guidelines are essential for responsible use of 
this power. Here are some:

   Is the questionable material essential to a story of signifi cance? If so, there 
is compelling reason to use it.  

  Use depends on the nature of the publication’s readers and the station’s lis-
teners. But care should be taken to see to it that all are considered, not just 
those who are most vociferous.  

  The tradition of the publication or station is a consideration.  

  The private as well as the public actions of public offi cials and public fi gures 
are the subject of journalism if they bear on matters of public concern.      

  Further Reading 

 Allan, Keith, and Kate Burridge.  Forbidden Words: Taboo and the Censoring 
of Language.  New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

 Levine, Elena.  Wallowing in Sex: The New Sexual Culture of 1970’s 
American Television.  Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007. 

 Semonche, John E.  Censoring Sex: A Historical Journey Through American 
Media.  Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 2007.   

1.

2.

3.

4.
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 The Morality 
of Journalism 

   Preview 
 Journalism ethics has developed in two directions: 

 News organizations have adopted codes of ethics and 
guidelines that prohibit taking material from other 
newspapers or magazines, books, the Internet without 
full credit; prohibit accepting anything of value from a 
source; limit activities that pose a confl ict of interest. 

 Reporters subscribe to a personal code that stresses 
willingness to look into abuses of power and to place 
responsibility for the failure of policies on those who 
made them; compassion for the poor, the disabled, 
the different; commitment to the improvement of 
their skills.  

1.

2.

 “I don’t mean to seem unfriendly,” the fragile old man said, “but I just 
don’t want people to see any stories about me.” He looked down for a 
moment and then back to his young visitor, Kevin Krajick, a reporter for  Cor-
rections  magazine. Krajick was on assignment to interview elderly prisoners, 
and during his stop at the Fishkill, N.Y., state penitentiary, he had been told 
about one of the oldest, Paul Geidel, 84 years old and in his 68th year behind 
bars for murder. 

 Geidel offered to make toast and tea for Krajick, and he accepted. Geidel 
had turned away many reporters before, but a guard had suggested Krajick 
try anyway, and he had led the young reporter to Geidel’s 10  �  10 room in 
the prison infi rmary. 

 With the gentleness of his age, Geidel said he understood that Krajick’s 
job was “to get a story.” He respected that calling, he said, but he really 
didn’t want to talk about himself. 

 “I began slipping in questions about his past, his feelings about his life,” 
Krajick recalled. “He answered several of them, but he said several times, he 
did not want ‘any story.’ ” 

 27 

  Joseph Pulitzer’s Credo 
  Above knowledge, 

and above news, above 
intelligence, the heart and 
soul of a newspaper lie in its 
moral sense, in its courage, 
its integrity, its humanity, 
its sympathy for the 
oppressed, its independence, 
its devotion to the public 
welfare, its anxiety to render 
public service.   

Power prevails when you 
are morally neutral.
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    The Dilemma 

  “He had tried to live in solitude and repentance, he said, and any notoriety 
upset him. He wanted to die in obscurity,” Krajick said. A reporter had visited 
Geidel a few years before and had promised that no story would come out of their 
conversation, Geidel told Krajick. 

 “I thought they would leave me alone, but then one day I pick up the paper, 
and oh, there’s my name and my picture splattered all over the front page.” 

 Geidel, the son of an alcoholic saloon keeper, was put in an orphanage at seven. 
At 14, he quit school and worked at menial jobs. When he was 17, he broke into a 
hotel room in New York, stuffed a chloroformed gag in a guest’s mouth, grabbed 
a few dollars and fl ed in a panic. The victim suffocated. Geidel was sentenced to 
life in prison for second-degree murder. 

 It was all in the newspaper, again, 60 years later. 
 “It was terrible, just terrible,” Geidel said.  

   No Story . . . 
 “I had decided at that point that I would not put him through the pain of writing 

a story about him,” Krajick said. “I told him that I would not. I fi gured there were 
plenty of interesting elderly prisoners who wouldn’t mind being written about.” 

 The two drank their tea, chatted about an hour and parted good friends. 
 “Then I learned that Mr. Geidel had served the longest prison term in U.S. his-

tory. I started to waver. I checked the fi les and found that several magazines and 
television stations had run stories on him when he refused parole at the age of 81. 
I then called the state corrections and parole authorities to fi nd out how Geidel 
had been held for such an incredible term—a point that had not been made clear 
in the previous articles. 

 “It turned out that he had been classifi ed as criminally insane on what turned 
out to be a pretty fl imsy basis and then totally forgotten about. He had not stood up 
for himself during all those years and had no one on the outside to do it for him.”  

  . . . or a Story of Signifi cance? 
 “This obviously was a story of more signifi cance than I had fi rst thought. It 

was the most dramatic demonstration possible of the abuse of power under the 
boundless mental commitment statutes that most states have. What could be more 
moving than the story of the man who had spent the longest term ever, whom ev-
eryone acknowledged as meek and repentant and who, under other circumstances, 
would have been released before he reached the age of 40? 

 “The public clearly had reason to know about this man’s life. It would be dif-
fi cult to justify leaving him out since I was writing what was supposed to be a 
defi nitive article on elderly prisoners for the defi nitive publication on prisons.” 

 Krajick faced a moral dilemma. Were the reasons for publishing his story suf-
fi ciently compelling to outweigh his promise to Geidel and the pain that the arti-
cle would certainly infl ict on the old man? 
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 “I was anxious not to hurt a man who had, as prison records and he himself 
said, spent his life in mental anguish. I was sympathetic with his wish to remain 
obscure.” 

 In his work, Krajick had faced situations in which people had been impru-
dently frank with him and had asked to be spared publicity. Those decisions had 
not been hard to make. He had reasoned that those who are hurt or embarrassed 
by the truth usually deserve to be. But Geidel deserved neither society’s curiosity 
nor its condemnation. He had paid his debt to society.  

  Balancing Values 
 In the balance Krajick was striking—a balance of confl icting values—were 

two other factors: Articles had already been written about Geidel and he had be-
come a statistic in the  Guinness Book of World Records,  which would soon draw 
other reporters whose articles, Krajick felt, would be more fl amboyant and less 
accurate than his. 

 “On this basis, I decided to print the article, though not without misgivings,” 
Krajick said. “I realized that if Mr. Geidel were to see the article he would be 
distressed, and he would feel betrayed by the young man who was nice to him but 
ended up lying. I only hope those around him have the sense not to show him the 
article. That would be the only escape for my conscience.” 

 The piece appeared in the magazine under the title, “The Longest Term Ever 
Served: ‘Forget Me.’ ” The concluding paragraph of the article reads: 

  As his visitor left, he offered to write to 
Geidel. “Oh, no, please,” he said. “Please. I 
don’t mean to seem unfriendly. But please 
don’t write. Forget me. Forget all about 
me.” A distressed look crossed his face 
and he turned and hobbled down the hall to 
clean the teapot.  

 For a description of another ethical dilemma and its resolution by a photogra-
pher of domestic abuse, see  Privacy Invasion or Public Service?  in  NRW Plus.       

  Guiding Values 

  As we have just seen, reporters and their editors are constantly making deci-
sions about what to cover, what to include in the story and what to leave out. 
Selection is at the heart of journalism, and it is guided by values established by 
journalistic practice and society. 

 These values are especially helpful to journalists when the choice is between 
alternative actions, each of which has some claim to principle. This is no dif-
ferent from the decision making most of us face almost daily. “We are doomed 
to choose,” says the philosopher Isaiah Berlin, “and every choice may entail an 
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irreparable loss. The world we encounter in ordinary experience is one in which 
we are faced with choices between ends equally ultimate and claims equally 
absolute, the realization of some of which must inevitably involve the sacrifi ce 
of others. . . . If, as I believe, the ends of men are many, and not all of them 
are in principle compatible with each other, then the possibility of confl ict—and 
of tragedy—can never be wholly eliminated from human life, either personal or 
social. The necessity of choosing between absolute claims is then an inescapable 
characteristic of the human condition.” 

 Journalists, then, must choose, just as we watched Kevin Krajick choose 
between keeping his word to an aged convict or exposing a system that had 
unjustly confi ned him for too many years. Was he wrong? Berlin would say, no, 
and he would add that yes, Krajick did harm the elderly prisoner.  

   Life as Referent 
 Can the journalist refer to some universal values as guides to choice, or is deci-

sion subject to particular circumstances—what the philosophers call a  situational 
ethic?  Traditionally—perhaps instinctively—people have sought absolutes as 
guides. And as often as the priest or the guru has supplied them, they have been 
found to be impractical. Or they have been discovered to be a way of keeping a 
religious, political, economic or social system in power. 

 Even so, we may fi nd in these searches for an ethic to live by some suggestions 
for a useful journalistic morality. The concern for the good life, the properly led 
life, is almost as powerful as the need for sustenance. We may fi nd some guides 
from religion and philosophy, from the Prophets and Plato, from the guru who 
traces his ethic to the Bhagavad-Gita and from contemporary philosophers. 

 “Life is the referent of value,” says Allen Wheelis, a psychiatrist who writes 
about ethics. “What enlarges and enriches life is good; what diminishes and 
endangers life is evil.” If we start our search for an ethic by fi rst defi ning life as 
physical survival and apply Wheelis’ referent to one of the immediate problems 
of industrial societies, we see that what poisons the air, water and earth is bad. 
Industries that endanger the lives of their workers or nearby residents are bad. 
Safety procedures—or plant closures if this cannot be accomplished—are good.           

 But some factory owners and some automobile manufacturers have opposed strict 
environmental protection standards. To clean up a plant, to make a car that does not 
emit pollutants, to make a process safe in the factory would increase the price of the 
car or make operating the plant so expensive it might have to be shut down. This 
means unemployment, a loss of taxes to the local community, a decline in business 
where the plant or factory is located. No wonder that workers and politicians often 
join industrialists to oppose proposals for safety, clean air and clean water. 

 Is it the responsibility of the journalist to continue to point out that the factory 
is poisoning the air? Or does the reporter turn away? If he or she does, jobs may be 
saved, the profi ts of the company assured and taxes kept low, surely good ends. 

  Timeless Dilemma   The dilemma is not new. The playwright Henrik Ibsen 
describes it in his play  An Enemy of the People.  Dr. Thomas Stockman, medical 
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offi cer of the municipal baths, a considerable tourist attraction, discovers that the 
baths—the source of the town’s economic resurgence—are being poisoned by the 
nearby tanneries. He wants to close them as a menace to public health. 

 But any revelation about the pollution will lead people to shun the baths, and 
this will cause economic problems, among them unemployment and higher tax 
rates for property owners. Dr. Stockman is reviled as an enemy of the people. 

 The practical concerns of a money-based society have occupied many writers. 
Dickens’ novels cry out against the “cash-nexus” as the “only bond between man 
and man,” as one literary critic put it. 

 “Breathe the polluted air,” Dickens says in  Dombey and Son.  “And then, call-
ing up some ghastly child, with stunted form and wicked face, hold forth on its 
unnatural sinfulness, and lament its being, so early, far away from Heaven—but 
think a little of its being conceived, and born, and bred, in Hell!”  

  No Choice   If “life is the referent of value,” what other choice has the profes-
sional, whose reason for being is service to the public, than to see and to speak out 
so that others may see and understand? In the calculus of values, life means more 
than the bottom line on a ledger sheet. Joseph Conrad said, “My task which I am 
trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word, to make you hear, make you 
feel—it is, before all, to make you see. That—and no more, and it is everything.” 

 Harold Fruchtbaum, a Columbia University social scientist, describes as “one 
of the intellectual’s primary functions” the task of placing “responsibility for the 
failures of our society on the people and the institutions that control the soci-
ety.” Translated into a moral concern for the journalist, this is the task of holding 
power accountable, whether the power be held by a nation’s president or a school 
superintendent. 

 See  A Journalist’s Moral Framework  in  NRW Plus.      

  Communal Life 
 In holding the powerful accountable to the people, the journalist takes to his 

or her job a sense of communal life. That is, the reporter has a set of values that 
reveal when power is being abused to the point that the quality of life in the com-
munity suffers. Philosophers through the ages have talked about the “good life,” 
which has its starting point in a communal life whose underpinnings are freedom, 
tolerance and fairness. In such a society, individuals have basic rights that neither 
the state nor other individuals may violate, and the individual has, in turn, obliga-
tions to the community.           

 In writing about the American philosopher John Dewey, Sidney Hook said 
that Dewey believed 

  . . . the logic of democracy requires the elimination of economic, ethnic, reli-
gious and educational injustices if the freedom of choice presupposed by the ethos 
of democracy is to be realized. 

 One man, one vote is not enough—if one man can arbitrarily determine the 
livelihood of many others, determine where and under what conditions they can 
live, determine what they can read in the press or hear on the air.  

  The Journalist  
“A journalist, in any 

effort to render truth, has 
three responsibilities: to his 
reader, to his conscience 
and to his human subjects.”  

— John Hersey,  
 New Yorker   writer   
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 Dewey believed that the community has the responsibility for eliminating hun-
ger and poverty, that political power must be harnessed to solve the problems of 
group and individual welfare. Economic conditions must be such, he wrote, that 
the equal right of all to free choice and free action is achieved. 

 Communal life is an unfolding process in which the experienced past and the 
desired and anticipated future are considered in making the present. The journal-
ist plays a key role in this process. Every day, the reporter describes the immedi-
ate and the past while showing the possible future in his or her work.            

  The Good Life as Guide 
 When moral philosophers speak of the good life they mean a life in which 

people can read, speak and choose freely; that they need not live in fear of want; 
that they can count on shared values such as the desirability of equal opportunity 
and the undesirability of crime. 

 Journalists enrich and promote these activities through the values that they 
take to the job. For example, a journalist is told that at the local university the 
political science department is promoting a liberal point of view, that instructors 
are doing more than describing the ideology; they are endorsing it. To check on 
the charge, the reporter disguises herself as a student and sits in on lectures. In her 
story, she describes her experiences, quoting class lectures and discussions, using 
the names of students and instructors. The charge is found to be groundless. 

 We do know that posing and using disguises are generally not acceptable in 
society. Let us strike a balance in deciding whether the use of a disguise by the 
reporter was ethical:

    •  The benefi ts:  An irresponsible allegation was proved false. The reporter was 
able to do fi rsthand reporting, which is more persuasive and closer to truth 
than transcribing the instructors’ denials.  

   The costs:  Deception was used as a journalistic method. Privacy was violated.    •

Worthwhile
 In addressing the 

graduating class at Rice 
University, the novelist 
Kurt Vonnegut said most 
of the graduates “will find 
themselves building or 
strengthening their com-
munities. Please love such a 
destiny, if it turns out to be 
yours, for communities are 
all that is substantial about 
what we create or defend 
or maintain in this world.  

“All the rest is hoopla.” 
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  A 

  Peter Brown,   professor of classics and history at the 
University of California at Berkeley:  “The deep religious 
anger of the Prophet Muhammad at what he saw around 
him, wealth squandered, the weak oppressed, the insensi-
tive pride of the well-fed. The Prophet’s clear and chilling 
message: The possible perfection of a human being, living 
at ease with his fellows.” 

  Abraham Heschel,   an Old Testament historian:  The 
prophets were “intent on intensifying responsibility.” They 
were “impatient of excuse, contemptuous of pretense and 
self pity.” They “felt fi ercely” and were “attuned to a cry 
imperceptible to others.” 

A Religious Perspective 

  Will Campbell,   an activist minister with the Committee 
of Southern Churchmen:  “Jesus judges us by what we do 
to the children, the prisoners, the whores, the addicts, the 
scared and the bewildered—to the ‘least of them.” 

  Genesis,   Chapter 18:  The Lord tells Abraham that he will 
destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for their sins. “Wilt thou also 
destroy the righteous with the wicked?” asks Abraham. No, 
the Lord replies, “I will not destroy it for ten’s sake.” But ten 
righteous men could not be found. (The point is the same 
one that philosophers have made through the generations: 
The individual has an inescapable moral obligation to soci-
ety. On him or her may depend its salvation and survival.)  
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 We can say that the costs of the reporter’s action—no matter how well 
intended—outweigh the benefi ts if we keep in mind that the good life is the 
healthy communal life. What kind of campus community will we have if we can-
not speak freely and openly to one another in class because we fear our words 
may be broadcast or published? What kind of community will we have when we 
fear peering eyes so much that we must shred our garbage? 

 Actions that hurt people or disrupt the community are immoral, unless justifi ed 
by powerful moral considerations, we all agree. A story about a convicted rap-
ist will hurt the rapist; but we justify the story because punishment of those who 
commit crimes shows the community that society does not tolerate and will pun-
ish crimes. Crime unpunished can lead to the breakdown of the community. 

 Survival and the good communal life—are there additional guidelines, more 
specifi c guidelines that we can fi nd that are of use to the journalist in helping 
him or her to make choices? Let’s look at some ethical problems journalists have 
encountered in their reporting. We may be able to establish some guidelines from 
their experiences.    

  Some Case Studies     

  First Incident   Seymour Hersh, who won the Pulitzer Prize for his disclosures 
about the My Lai massacre in Vietnam and more than a dozen other major journal-
ism awards, told a gathering of journalists at the Nieman Foundation at Harvard 
that he found out “some pretty horrible stuff ” about a former president. “There 
was a serious empirical basis for believing he was a wife beater, and had done 
so—at least hospitalized her a number of times. I had access to some records. 
Okay? I’m talking about trauma, and three different cases,” Hersh said. Should 
Hersh write the story?  

  Second Incident   A prominent businessman died and in preparing the obituary 
it was learned that 30 years before when he was a county offi cial he was sen-
tenced to prison for embezzling funds from his offi ce. Since then, he had led an 
exemplary life. Does the conviction go into the obituary?  

  Third Incident   Shortly after a rape charge was fi led against a young member 
of the Kennedy family, a London newspaper and then a U.S. tabloid, NBC and 
 The New York Times  identifi ed the woman. Was it right to use her name?  

  Fourth Incident   The news shocked the people of Missoula. The 21-year-old 
daughter of a well-known couple had been stabbed to death outside her Wash-
ington, D.C., apartment house. She had been a high school honor student and an 
accomplished musician and had won a scholarship to Radcliffe. 

 Less than a week later, Rod Deckert, the managing editor of  The Missoulian,  
a 32,500 circulation daily in the city, had an even more shocking story on his 
desk: The young woman had been a streetwalker in Washington, “a $50-a-trick 
prostitute” who “used to talk freely about her work and bragged about being ‘a 

     Truth Seeking 
and Telling  

 The philosopher Bernard 
Williams divides truth-
 telling into two sections:  

• Accuracy—In reaching 
conclusions we use the 
best evidence possible, 
weigh it impartially and 
thoroughly and are open 
to contrary evidence; we 
do not engage in wish-
ful thinking and are alert 
to propaganda and bias.  

• Sincerity—In communi-
cating factual truth, we 
are conduits; what we 
communicate is of no 
benefit to us personally.    
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pro,” according to a story  The Washington Post  planned to run the next day under 
the headline, “A Life of Promise That Took a Strange and Fatal Turn.” The  Post  
had learned she had returned to Missoula after dropping out of Radcliffe and one 
night in a bar she had been approached by a man who asked her to return with him 
to the East. He was a pimp who recruited young women around the country. 

 Deckert was confronted with a diffi cult decision. If he ran the story, the fam-
ily would suffer new anguish. If he did not, he would be suppressing news that 
was bound to be known because papers distributed in Missoula and nearby might 
carry the dramatic story of a small-town girl who came to a sordid end in the East. 
It was, Deckert said, “the most painful day in my 11 years of life in the news-
room.” What should he do?  

  Fifth Incident   Two months after terrorists used box cutters to commandeer 
commercial airliners that were fl own into the World Trade Center and the Pen-
tagon, Jan Wong of  The Globe and Mail  in Toronto suggested to her editor that 
she test Canada’s airline security by trying to take a box cutter and other devices 
aboard Air Canada planes. Would this be seen as a newspaper stunt or a public 
service if her editor went along?   

  The Decisions 

 1.     Wife Beater  No, Hersh said, he did not write the story. He decided not 
to because he said he could not “fi nd any connection between what he did in his 
private life” with his public life as president.  

 2.    Obituary  The newspaper did include the embezzlement conviction, and 
after readers complained the newspaper apologized in an editor’s note.  

 3.    Rape  NBC and the  Times  defended their breaking the practice of not 
naming rape victims by pointing out that her name was already in circulation. 
However, at the  Times,  dozens of staff members protested the decision.  

 4.    Murder  Deckert reasoned that the young woman’s experience could be a 
warning to other young women in the university community. However, he had to 
weigh this against the pain it would cause the family and friends. 

 Deckert decided to run an edited version of  The Washington Post  story with 
some locally gathered inserts. Deckert played the story on page 12 with no art 
under an eight-column headline.  

 5.    Airline Safety  The editor gave Wong the go-ahead and she was allowed 
to board four domestic fl ights “variously equipped with a box cutter, an X-
acto knife and an assortment of penknives,” she wrote. The lead to one of her 
stories:

  Aboard Air Canada Flight 109 from 
Toronto to Vancouver, nobody recoils 
when I take out the tweezers. Nobody 

     Public or Private?  
 A city councilwoman 

has AIDS. A candidate for 
governor is known as a 
womanizer. Newsworthy?  

Some guidelines 
provided by Carl Sessions 
Stepp of the University of 
Maryland:  

• Does it affect the person’s 
public performance?  

• If the fact is well-known, 
no good is served by 
keeping it out of print.  

• If a competing station or 
paper uses it, the fact is 
now public. Use it.    
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fl inches when I produce nail clippers. Then 
I take out my  box cutter.    

 Nobody seems to notice. Wong writes:

  “Hot towel?” asks a fl ight attendant as 
she sweeps by.      

  Right or Wrong? 
 We cannot say with absolute certainty that the decisions made in each of these 

incidents was right or wrong. We can, however, examine them with some guide-
lines in mind and reach some reasonable conclusions. 

 1.    Hersh was acting responsibly in not using the material if, as he said, he 
could see no connection between the president’s behavior in his personal life and 
his behavior in his public offi ce. Today, though, he says he would use it on the 
assumption that the story would get out anyway. What he is saying is that he 
would use it so that he would be the fi rst with the revelation. Presumably, his 
sources leaked the information to him so that he would use it, and when he did 
not, they would give it to someone else. Somewhere along the line, the material 
would be used, Hersh reasoned. 

 A reporter’s instincts are to score exclusives, not to be beaten by a competitor. 
This, of course, leads to a kind of journalism that short-circuits verifi cation and 
emphasizes revelation. This kind of journalism is clearly immoral. But in this 
situation, Hersh had what he considers proof of the president’s wife beating. 

 Making the decision on the basis of scoring a beat is questionable. There is, 
however, a rationale for using such material, and it was made by the reporters 
who delved deeply into President Clinton’s personal life to reveal his sexual esca-
pades. Their contention was that his infi delities showed a duplicity that could 
affect his performance in offi ce. 

 Journalists were, and remain, deeply divided over the relevance of the per-
sonal behavior of those in public offi ce. In Clinton’s case, the extensive revela-
tions made by the investigation preceding his impeachment had to be reported. 

 Clearly, a person whose behavior in offi ce is so erratic that he cannot perform 
his duties surrenders his or her right to privacy. But no one accused the president 
Hersh knew about or Clinton of being unable to perform their presidential duties 
because of personal misbehavior.  

 2.   Disclosure of a white-collar crime committed 30 years before by a person 
who is dead seems to serve no end but the purpose—often sound enough—of full 
disclosure. If truth is served by presenting all the facts, then certainly we are on 
sound moral ground if we include unsavory but factual detail in an obituary. But 
the journalist knows that he or she is forced to select for use from a stockpile of 
information the few facts that can be fi tted into the restricted time and space allo-
cations. In this selection process, the journalist applies to the material the tests of 
utility, relevance and signifi cance within a value system.

     An Apology:  
 The Times   and 
The Iraq War  

 In the buildup to the 
U.S. invasion of Iraq  The 
New York Times  published 
stories that swallowed 
whole the allegations that 
Iraq had hidden weapons of 
mass destruction and that 
it was aiding international 
terrorists. The allegations 
proved false and the news-
paper published stories 
saying so. Then, the paper’s 
editors decided, “It is past 
time we turned the same 
light on ourselves.”  

The editors found its 
reporters had failed to 
challenge information that 
sources supplied, that copy 
and desk editors should 
“have been challenging 
reporters and pressing for 
more skepticism. . . .” They 
did not do so, the report 
said, possibly because they 
were “too intent on rushing 
scoops into the paper.”    
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  Had the crime been well-known at the time of the man’s death, the journalist 
could not ignore it. What the public knows the press cannot skip over without 
risking charges of covering up information.  

 3.   The defense is based on an old journalistic maxim: If my competition has 
it, I will use it. In the rough-and-tumble of competition in the media market, the 
use of the name passes the reality test. But it doesn’t pass the ethical test. Without 
having their permission, we generally avoid using the names of victims of sex 
crimes. 

 But suppose she were well-known, someone whose name is in the media often. 
Can we justify holding back and risking the accusation that we are protecting the 
person in order to curry favor or protect the powerful? Reality again intrudes: 
People who live in the public eye pay a price for their fame.  

 4.   The Missoula situation resembles Incident 3 in that the identifi cation of 
the victim was known. There was no way the community would remain igno-
rant of the death of the young woman. Had the newspaper failed to run some 
story, accusations could have been made that the newspaper showed partiality to 
a middle-class family, whereas day after day it chronicles the troubles of others 
less affl uent and infl uential. The newspaper could have handled the story with an 
editor’s note admitting its dilemma, which might have alleviated the violent reac-
tion to publication—the newspaper’s editorial writer condemned the story and 
scores of people protested with calls and cancellations. (Krajick’s dilemma might 
have been less intense had he considered an editor’s note. Although readers usu-
ally need not be told the reporter’s problems, situations such as these can be less 
troublesome with full disclosure.) 

 Suppose the Missoula newspaper alone had learned that the young woman 
died a prostitute. Should it have included the fact in its story? If her work had 
been an inextricable part of the crime, there would have been no way to avoid it. 
But she had been found dead near her apartment house, the victim of an unknown 
assailant. No newspaper dredges up every aspect of an individual’s past, whether 
for an obituary or a straight news story. 

 However, as it turned out later, her work was part of her death, for the man 
charged with her murder was her pimp. The sordid affair would then have to be 
told when her murderer was arrested and charged. 

  Postscript:  Eight months after  The Missoulian  published the story of the young 
woman’s murder, a late model Chrysler New Yorker rolled into Missoula and the 
four occupants went to work. Two cruised bars, and two went to the high schools. 
Within hours, the police were informed by an alerted public. The four men were 
arrested and convicted of criminal trespass and soliciting for prostitution.  

 5.   The government launched an investigation of airline safety, but readers 
were less than enthusiastic about Wong’s work. One wrote the newspaper, “I 
hope she is investigated and, if evidence is found that she broke the law, that she 
is charged.” 

 Poses, disguises and similar attempts to mislead in pursuit of a story go back 
a long way in journalism, and the ethics of the undercover work are still debated. 

     A Calling  
 “At its best, journal-

ism is a calling for people, 
just like it is for academics. 
People often sacrifice much 
larger incomes to pursue 
this vocation. Journalism is 
also imbued with this sense 
of autonomy and indepen-
dence, along with a spirit 
of public responsibility. That 
is the sense of journalism I 
picked up while working on 
my father’s paper.”  

— Lee C. Bollinger, 
president, Columbia 

University     
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Nellie Bly posed as a mental patient to expose the horrors of the mental care 
system, and she is honored by a U.S. postage stamp. Pulitzer Prize jurors refused 
to consider an exposé of payoffs to offi cials because the stories were based on 
reporters posing as owners of a neighborhood bar that was violating liquor laws.      

  Something New 

  The concern for the people involved in news events is fairly new to journal-
ism. For many years, outsiders had urged on the media a sense of responsibility, 
that the First Amendment was not a license for sensation mongering in pursuit of 
unconscionable money making. 

 As the criticism grew and as journalism aspired to status as a profession, jour-
nalists paused and examined their practices. A study showed that four of fi ve 
newspapers accepted free travel. Gifts were seen to fl ow into the newsroom from 
those who sought special treatment. Some reporters had side jobs as publicists for 
the people and organizations they covered. 

 The situation cried out for change, and one route seemed the adoption of rules, 
codes of conduct. But these were slow to catch on. In 1974, one of ten newspa-
pers had such a code. Within a decade, most papers and many stations had codes 
that called for accuracy, impartiality, the avoidance of confl icts of interest. They 
proscribed activities such as the acceptance of gifts from sources.   

  Codes of Conduct 

  The codes not only prohibited specifi c practices, they sought to establish ethi-
cal norms. Journalists were reacting to practices that had tainted journalism with 
a grubbiness inconsistent with the standards of professional conduct. 

 The renewed interest in establishing journalism as a profession found a base 
on which to build in the report of the Commission on Freedom of the Press. The 
study, issued in 1947, was a response to criticism of the U.S. press as insular, 
often sensational and sometimes irresponsible. The members of the Commis-
sion—most of them prestigious faculty members at leading universities—con-
cluded that the press had not been “adequate to the needs of society.” 

 One fi nding was particularly pertinent—that the press had failed to give “a 
representative picture of the constituent groups in the society.” Vast segments of 
society had been ignored by the press, particularly the young and the aged, racial 
minorities, the poor and women. 

 Gradually, the press became more responsive to external criticism. Journalists 
themselves became outspoken about practices they considered compromising, 
and their criticisms began to appear in the various press reviews that sprang up 
around the country. Journalists began to take their trade more seriously—possibly 
because of the steady infusion of college-trained reporters who were questioning 
some of the assumptions of the craft. The climate was established for journal-
ists to codify good practices, to set lines between the acceptable and the morally 
indefensible. 

     Theory of 
Responsibility  

 In its report, the 
Hutchins Commission 
included five requirements 
for the media:  

1. The press must give a 
truthful, comprehensive 
and intelligent account 
of the day’s events in a 
context that gives them 
some meaning.  

2. The press must pro-
vide a forum for the 
exchange of comment 
and criticism.  

3. The press must project a 
representative picture of 
the constituent groups 
in the society.  

4. The press must present 
and clarify the goals and 
values of the society.  

5. The press must provide 
full access to the day’s 
intelligence.    
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556 Part Six Laws, Taste and Taboos, Codes and Ethics

 For an examination of some of the practices the codes discuss, see  Sins of 
Commission  in  NRW Plus.     

   Limitations of the Codes 
 Although the codes clearly describe what constitutes unethical behavior, they have 

not deterred journalists who are determined to steal the work of others (plagiarism) 
and to invent characters and events (fabrication).  The New York Times  has a lengthy 
(52 pages) code, but Jayson Blair made massive fabrications, and  USA Today  has a 
strong code of ethics, but Jack Kelley plagiarized and invented events and people.         

  Diffi cult Choices   Nor can the codes resolve some of the most diffi cult prob-
lems journalists face. These involve dilemmas in which the choice is between 
confl icting moral or ethical actions similar to those Kevin Krajick faced after 
interviewing the elderly prisoner. 

 Looking to codes for guidance, we fi nd in one of them, that of the Society of 
Professional Journalists, that the journalist should “serve the general welfare.” 
Krajick would serve the general welfare with publication. The same code stresses 
“respect for the dignity, privacy, rights and well-being of people encountered 
in the course of gathering and presenting the news.” Clearly, respect for Geidel 
would mean heeding his plea not to write about him. The codes are no help here 
beyond identifying the clear moral choices. 

 No code can make a journalist a person of good conscience. Only a personal 
commitment to a journalistic morality can do so. Also, most codes emphasize 
prohibitions, actions not to take, practices not to implement. 

 But the great failure of the press, as the Commission on Freedom of the Press 
stressed, is not its sins of commission, but rather its sins of omission, its failure to 
look into the signifi cant actions of the powerful and the travails and the longings 
of the powerless.     

  Sins of Omission 

  Sins of omission occur when the journalist fails to act in situations in which 
revelation is required. The philosopher Jeremy Bentham described this immoral 
act as “Keeping at rest; that is, forbearing.” 

 Sometimes, the omission is deliberate, the policy of the newspaper or station. 
For years, crime in the inner city was superfi cially covered. The murder of a 
white citizen was given signifi cant play, but the slaying of a member of a minor-
ity group merited a paragraph, if that. 

 The honored tradition among obituary writers was to include the positive and 
ignore the negative in the lives of the deceased. No longer: 

  The Rev. Frederick Eikerenkoetter, known as Rev. Ike to 
a legion of his followers here and across the nation to whom 
he preached the blessings of prosperity while making mil-
lions from their donations, has died. He was 74.  

  Inventive Media  
“One of the most 

disturbing revelations of 
the Blair scandal was that 
few subjects of his bogus 
stories . . . called  The Times  
to complain about his fic-
tions. They just assumed that 
reporters make stuff up.”      

— Frank Rich,  
 New York   Times columnist     
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 More often, the omission is the result of laziness or ignorance. When a con-
gressman said his party had not voted against an education bill two years ago, his 
statement was carried by a TV station. A viewer complained the assertion was 
false, and when the reporter went to the fi les she found that a third of the party 
had cast no votes. 

 Disparities in educational funding are pervasive: Schools in poor neighbor-
hoods often lack up-to-date textbooks, air conditioning, gym equipment.   

  Morality Underlies Journalism 

  Morality is basic to the theory and practice of journalism. The press justifi es its 
freedom in terms of moral imperatives; it rationalizes much of its behavior with 
moral declarations. 

 If public consent freely given is essential to the proper functioning of a democ-
racy, then for the consent to be meaningful the public must be adequately informed 
by a press free of government or any other control. Thomas Jefferson expressed 
this simply: “Where the press is free and every man able to read, all is safe.” 
The First Amendment makes this consensual system possible. Although neither 
the Constitution nor any laws require that the press carry out its essential role in 
the system, the press takes on the responsibility for setting before the public the 
issues it considers important so that they can be openly discussed. The cultural 
historian Christopher Lasch says, “The job of the press is to encourage debate.”         

 See  The Democratic Commitment  in  NRW Plus.     

   Recorders and Activists 
 Journalists differ in their interpretation of their role as suppliers of information. 

Some contend that it is suffi cient for journalism to create a record, to report the 
deeds and declarations of those in power. Others go further. They would initiate 
coverage, make searching examinations of power, practice what some of them 
describe as an activist or watchdog journalism, as well as record. 

 The fi rst group believes that journalists are called upon to present matters that 
the public is interested in, and some of these editors conduct focus groups and 
have reader-advisory panels to inform them of their readers’ concerns. 

 The second group goes further. It leads from its own conception of community 
needs, its own insight into what constitutes community deeds and misdeeds that 
require attention and correction. These are activist journalists like David Willman 
of  The Washington Post  who took it upon himself to expose laxity in the Food 
and Drug Administration in allowing a drug to be sold that was killing people. 
Thomas Winship, former editor of  The Boston Globe,  was labeled an “activist 
editor” by colleagues, a label he bore proudly, he said. He learned about this kind 
of journalism when he was breaking in as a reporter at  The Washington Post.  The 
publisher, Philip L. Graham, “burned into my young, impressionistic head the 
idea that the license to print carried with it the obligation to give something back 
to the community,” Winship says. 

  The Journalist’s 
Obligations  

• Keep people informed 
of elected and appointed 
officials’ activities.  

• Investigate what the 
powerful prefer kept out of 
public view.  

• Give voice to those 
who lack an effective one.  

• Provide an arena for 
debate.  

• Communicate back to 
officials how citizens feel.  

• Find information 
about extraordinary 
occurrences.  

• Hold a mirror up to 
society.  

• Correct misconceptions.  
• Provide information to 

help people live, travel, con-
sume and engage in what is 
of interest to them.  

• Provide information.  
• Supplant rumor.        
— David Randall, author,  
 The Universal Journalist     
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558 Part Six Laws, Taste and Taboos, Codes and Ethics

 Activist and watchdog journalism go back to the work of the colonial printers 
in a tradition that has taken journalism to its most notable achievements in render-
ing public service. 

 This tradition embraces tempered skepticism (see  A College Education,  
 NRW Plus ) and the practice of  Adversary Journalism,   NRW Plus.       

  Past and Present 

  During the American colonial period, journalists in the 13 colonies vigorously 
opposed what they termed “onerous taxes” and the lack of representation in deci-
sion making. These journalists became a major force in the struggle for indepen-
dence. The colonial journalist had a point of view and expressed it. 

 Before the Civil War, an outspoken and active abolitionist press called for 
the emancipation of the slaves. And after the abolition of slavery, as Jim Crow 
laws and practices became commonplace in some parts of the country, journalists 
spoke out. Ida B. Wells exposed lynch law and mob rule at great personal risk. 

 As people moved to the cities and the country grew from an agrarian economy 
to become an industrial behemoth, exploitation and abuses proliferated. Industri-
alists—some described as “robber barons” because of their ruthless practices—
took control of major industries. Workers were exploited and prevented from 
forming unions, sometimes at the point of a gun. Crooked politicians ran many 
large cities. In response, a group of journalists began to tell the story as the 20th 
century opened.       

  The Muckrakers 

  Four-fi fths of the people in the United States were living in poverty. People 
were commodities. The mines and mills exploited child labor. Blacks were treated 
as chattel. 

 At fi rst derisively described as  muckrakers,  this group of brilliant men and 
women took on the robber barons, the labor exploiters and the political hacks. 
They became known as the nation’s voices of conscience. Some wrote books and 
others magazine articles, several took photographs and some worked for the daily 
press.  

   Racism 
 Ray Stannard Baker in 1908 described racism in Southern courts: 

  One thing impressed me especially, not only in this court but in all others I have 
visited: a Negro brought in for drunkenness, for example, was punished much more 
severely than a white man arrested for the same offense. . . . The white man some-
times escaped with a reprimand, he was sometimes fi ned three dollars and costs, but the 
Negro, especially if he had no white man to intercede for him, was usually punished 
with a ten or fi fteen dollar fi ne, which often meant he had to go to the chain-gang.  

  On the Chain Gang 

   The Library of Congress 
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  Chain Gangs   Baker points out that one reason for the large number of arrests 
is the profi t to the counties and state in hiring out convicts to private contractors. 
“Last year the net profi t to Georgia from chain-gangs, to which the commission 
refers with pride, reached the great sum of $354,853.55. . . . The natural tendency 
is to convict as many men as possible—it furnishes steady, cheap labour to the 
contractors and profi t to the state. . . .”   

 These journalists did not condemn some vague system. They named names 
and held individuals responsible for their actions. Baker wrote that “some of the 
large fortunes in Atlanta have come chiefl y from the labour of chain-gangs of 
convicts leased from the state.” He described a banker who was also a member of 
the city police board and the owner of brickyards where many convicts were used 
on lease from the state at cheap rates.     

 Like the other muckrakers, Baker was adept at using fi les and records: 

  From the records I fi nd that in 1906, one boy 6-years-old, seven of 7 years, 33 of 8 
years, 69 of 9 years, 107 of 10 years, 142 of 11 years, and 219 of 12 years were arrested 
and brought into court, 578 boys and girls, mostly Negroes, under 12 years of age.    

  Pulitzer’s Journalism 
 One of the major practitioners of muckraking journalism was Joseph Pulitzer, 

the owner of the  St. Louis Post-Dispatch  and the New York  World.  Pulitzer’s edi-
tors conducted crusades, newspaper campaigns to expose and remedy practices 
they considered illegal, unfair, unjust. They took their cue from Pulitzer’s edict 
that the newspapers should never be content with “merely printing the news.” 

 Instead, he said, his newspapers should be concerned “with the things that 
ought to happen tomorrow, or the next month, or the next year,” and that they 
“will seek to make what ought to be come to pass.” The “highest mission of the 
press,” he said, “is to render public service.” 

 His legacy continued under editors who were committed to using the press 
as an instrument of justice, reform and change. One Pulitzer reporter, Paul Y. 
Anderson, doggedly followed a paper trail that led to the exposure of the col-
lusion of two of President Harding’s cabinet members who conspired to lease 
federal oil fi eld reserves to oil companies.    

  Making Journalism of Injustice 

  Pulitzer’s edict to his editors to seek out issues, to make news of injustice and 
wrongdoing could be described as instruction to journalists to establish agendas 
for their communities. This is an approach to journalism that has no borders.            

  Deformed Children   Harold Evans, editor of London’s  Sunday Times,  said the 
“real power” of the press consists of its ability “to create an agenda for society.” 

 Fair play was on Evans’ mind when he heard that the manufacturers of the 
drug thalidomide had pressured parents of children deformed by the drug to 

  The Journalist as 
Watchdog     

 Bill Kovach, former 
curator of the Nieman 
Foundation at Harvard, 
said, “. . . watchdog jour-
nalism should be an inte-
gral part of the daily work 
of the news department.”  

The Nieman Watchdog 
Project maintains a Web site 
that discusses investigative 
projects:  www.nieman
watchdog.org .    
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 Child Labor   
 The muckrakers took 

their notepads and cameras 
into factories and out to the 
cotton fi elds to expose the 
exploitation of children. This 
six-year-old labored all day 
in a Texas fi eld. 

   The Library of Congress 
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accept a pittance in damages. Through its coverage of the issue, Evans said, the 
 Times  forced the crippled children “into the conscience of the country.” The sto-
ries led to settlements 50 times greater than the original stipend.  

  Terror in Argentina   When Argentina was in the grip of a murderous dicta-
torship in the 1970s and 1980s, few protested the arrests, torture and killing of 
school children, pregnant women, college students . . . anyone who spoke out 
against the tyranny. People were snatched from their homes, grabbed on the 
streets. Tortured, never given a trial, many were drugged, their stomachs slit and 
then were tossed out of navy planes over the ocean. 

 Some risked death to speak out. Robert Cox, an American who was editor 
of the English-language  Buenos Aires Herald,  published lists of the missing 
on the front page. Death threats fl ooded his offi ce. He was arrested, taken to a 
cell past a huge Nazi fl ag on the wall and briefl y imprisoned. He realized his 
life was in danger. “People treat me, I imagine, in the same way they would 
treat a condemned man,” he said. Cox decided to leave after a son received a 
letter saying that unless the family left they would be “assassinated.” Cox’s 
story is told by his son, David, in  Dirty Secrets, Dirty War: The Exile of Editor 
Robert J. Cox.  

 The journalist Rodolfo Walsh could not remain silent. He wrote a public 
indictment of “the most savage reign of terror Argentina has ever known”; that 
its rulers had created “virtual concentration camps in all the principal military 
bases”; that the torturers felt a “need to utterly destroy their victims, depriving 
them of all human dignity. . . .”         

 Walsh knew he was signing his own death warrant through his reporting. He 
closed his indictment by saying that he had to speak out to be “faithful to the com-
mitment I made a long time ago to be a witness in diffi cult times.” The day after 
his statement was released, he was abducted. His body has never been found.  

  Citizen Journalists Report Outrage . . . and Death   Following the tainted re-
election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad as president of Iran, men and women took to 
the streets to protest. Authorities cut off media outlets, but people used camera 
phones to take videos and still photos of the demonstrations that were distributed 
around the world by Twitter, YouTube, Facebook and many blogs. 

 The most dramatic report showed a woman dying in a Tehran street after she 
had been shot by a rooftop sniper. Using the work of citizen journalists, the Asso-
ciated Press reported: 

  She lies in the Tehran street with her headscarf half-off, blood 
pooling around her jeans and white sneakers. 

 “Don’t be afraid, Neda dear, don’t be afraid,” a white-haired man 
says desperately in Persian. Another man presses her chest, try-
ing to keep her alive. Blood gushes from her nose and mouth and 
courses across her pale face. Men and women scream in horror 
as they realize she is dead or dying.    

  Democracy’s Base     
“Representative 

democracy is inconceiv-
able without forms of mass 
communication—to create 
awareness of public issues 
that face a society whose 
members are not person-
ally in touch with each 
other, who lack common 
geographic reference 
points, and whose central 
institutions are remote from 
the people they serve or 
exploit.”   

— Leo Bogart     
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  Two Courageous Women 
 In the United States, racial justice has been a pursuit of activist journalists. 

Courageous editors and publishers have bucked community traditions—and ad-
vertisers—to expose racism. 

  In Florida   “Perhaps I’d have had the time to enjoy my growing daughter, my 
home and community life if I had concentrated on the till, and not worried about 
the word ‘justice.’ I am certain, now, that my concern over justice interfered with 
the cash register. 

 “I was advised time and again by wiser heads than mine to watch out for the 
pitfalls of ‘taking a stand’—that to mount a high platform of principle was taking 
a downward plunge economically. I refused to listen, and so I am badly bruised 
by all the plunges I have taken. 

 “But I could not have done it any other way.” 
 This is Mabel Norris Reese looking back on her turbulent years as publisher of 

the Mount Dora, Fla.,  Topic.  
 When the county sheriff shot and killed one Negro prisoner and wounded 

another while returning them from the state prison for retrial, Reese said she 
“opened both barrels.”  

  Costly Coverage   “I covered the inquest in which the sheriff contended that 
the Negroes had tried to escape, and I used all the language at my command to 
describe the wounded Negro and relate his account of the shooting.” 

 The result: “Our printing plant began to suffer from lost revenue.” 
 When the Supreme Court ordered the desegregation of public schools, 

Reese defended the ruling. “I pleaded for tolerance, for cool heads to guide the 
transition.” 

 The result: “There was an explosion of fi re in my yard soon after this—fl ames 
licked at a great, gasoline soaked wooden cross that had been planted there. Two 
nights later, the  Topic ’s offi ce windows were smeared with big red crosses and 
beneath them were the initials ‘KKK.’ ” 

 Next, the sheriff ordered fi ve children out of the public school because, he said, 
they looked like Negroes. Reese condemned the sheriff. Advertising declined, and 
the business community fi nanced the installation in town of a competing newspa-
per. More seriously, an attempt was made to burn down the home of the children 
and bombs were tossed into Reese’s yard.  

  Communal Silence   By 1960, a new sheriff was in offi ce. But things had not 
changed. “Here the sheriff is regarded as the one man who can ‘protect’ the white 
people from integration. And he’s considered the one man who can keep the labor 
unions from doing anything about the low wages in the citrus industry. So he is 
backed blindly by the powers that be.” The churches, she said, “were silent,” and 
“the average merchant feels it is a matter of life and death to mind his own busi-
ness. His mind works to the tune of the cash register, not to the beat of his heart.” 

     Wall Breached  
 CNN’s Larry King was 

the master of ceremonies 
at the opening ceremony 
of George W. Bush’s inau-
guration, which prompted 
CNN’s White House cor-
respondent John King to 
e-mail top executives of the 
news operation: “Today I 
watched in shame and hor-
ror as Larry King not only 
was master of ceremonies 
at a Bush inaugural event 
but also as we put him live 
on the air, first introducing 
some entertainment, then 
as he shamelessly rushed on 
stage to hug the president-
elect and entertainer Ricky 
Martin.” CNN manage-
ment later admitted it was 
a “mistake” to allow Larry 
King’s participation.    
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 Despite the attacks and the coolness of the business class, Reese’s paper sur-
vived. Not so lucky was another courageous woman editor.  

  In Mississippi   Hazel Brannon Smith, the editor of two weekly newspapers in 
the Mississippi Delta country, would not forbear. She refused to be silent in the 
face of injustice. In 1946, she was found guilty of contempt of court for inter-
viewing the widow of a black man who was whipped to death. 

 In an editorial she wrote in 1954, she accused the sheriff who had shot a young 
black man in the back of “violating every concept of justice, decency and right.” 
The sheriff sued for libel and was awarded $10,000. The state supreme court 
overturned the ruling. 

 That year, Smith was invited to join “something called a ‘Citizens’ Council,” 
she said, by “a local prominent man.” The idea was to maintain segregation in the 
schools. Legal, nonviolent tactics would be used, she was told. “If a Nigra won’t 
go along with our thinking on what’s best for the community as a whole,” Smith 
said the man told her, “he’ll simply have his credit cut off.” The idea was to use 
fear, he told her. Smith refused to go along. Her refusal cost her dearly.  

  Communal Silence   She said the community became a battleground with intim-
idation the weapon, not only against blacks but against those who opposed the 
Council. “It fi nally got to the point where bank presidents and leading physicians 
were afraid to speak their honest opinions because of the monster among us,” she 
said. “The idea was that ‘we’ would present a solid, united stand. 

 “I dissented by presuming to say that the truth had to be printed.” 
 She was one of the few who dissented, and the pressure grew. 
 “My newspapers were boycotted, bombed and burned, a new newspaper was 

organized in Lexington to put me out of business, my life was threatened, and my 
husband lost his job as county hospital administrator—all because of pressure 
brought by this professional hate-peddling organization,” she said.     

 She and her husband managed to keep going, but the income was never enough 
and she had to mortgage her home to pay her bills. Finally, in 1985, she gave up. 
The bank took her home. Soon thereafter she died, penniless. 

 For more about journalists who stood up to protest racial injustice, see  Standing 
Strong . . .   and Alone,   NRW Plus.    

 Next, let’s look at some more recent examples of activist journalism, which is 
another way of describing public service journalism. This kind of journalism has 
long been considered the moral justifi cation for journalism’s privileges.     

  Activist Journalism 

      The Toledo Blade:  The Army spent almost fi ve years investigating an elite 
Army platoon, Tiger Force, that tortured, murdered and then mutilated the bod-
ies of civilian men, women and children in South Vietnam. The Army concluded 
18 men had committed war crimes, but then hid the material. Thirty-seven years 
after the event, three  Blade  reporters dug out the material. “We undertook the 

•
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project because the public has a right to know that American soldiers committed 
atrocities, and that our government knew about it and kept it from the public,” 
said Ron Royhab, the executive editor. The revelations won the Pulitzer Prize for 
investigative reporting.

    The Times-Picayune:  The need for coastal restoration after the devastating 
Katrina fl oods.  

   Los Angeles Times:  The contamination of Navajo lands from waste left behind 
from uranium mining. Navajos inhale radioactive dust, drink contaminated water.     

   The Courier-Journal:  A yearlong investigation found that coal mine opera-
tors routinely ignored safety rules and faked air-quality tests.  

   ABC News’ “20/20”:  “Made in America” showed oppressed Chinese work-
ers housed in crowded, rat-infested barracks were making clothing in U.S. terri-
tory Saipan for Ralph Lauren, Gap and other fi rms.  

   Pacifi ca Radio:  Revealed the complicity of Chevron in the death of two 
Nigerian environmental activists.  

   The Orange County Register:  Warned of widespread poisoning of children 
by lead-tainted Mexican candy.  

   South Florida Sun-Sentinel:  Exposed the federal government’s widespread 
mismanagement of Hurricane Katrina aid, which led to indictments and remedial 
action.  

   The Record:  An eight-month investigation of the area Ford left behind when 
it closed its assembly plant found that huge quantities of poisonous paint sludge 
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     Criminal Nurses at 
Hospital Bedsides  

 A joint investigation by 
the  Los Angeles Times  and 
the online news service 
ProPublica uncovered broad 
breakdowns in California’s 
regulation of its 350,000 
registered nurses.  

The Board of Registered 
Nursing waited for years to 
act against nurses convicted 
of crimes on the job and 
off, including attempted 
murder and sex offenses.  

Several felons contin-
ued to have clear records 
with the state even while 
in prison. It took more 
than three years to rid the 
registry of a nurse with a 
criminal record. Most states 
cleared their files in two to 
six months.    
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 Speak truth to power. 
  —  Milan     Kundera    

 Let us say that truth is meant to imply a devotion to the 
human being. . . . It is not to be confused with a devo-
tion to a Cause; and Causes, as we know, are notoriously 
bloodthirsty. 

  —  James     Baldwin    

 My obligation is not to solve problems but simply to 
present them correctly. 

  —  Anton     Chekhov    

 The true artist must shun power, because power sys-
tems are not instruments of truth. 

  —  Robert     Brustein    

 Truth-Telling 

 Saying no or even “Are you sure?” to infi nite power is 
probably high on most people’s list of heroisms, one they 
hope, but doubt, they might achieve themselves. 

  —  Simon     Blackburn    

 Every time I paint a portrait I lose a friend. 
  —  John Singer     Sargent    

 The hottest places in Hell are reserved for those who, in 
a time of great moral crisis, maintain their neutrality. 

  —     Dante    

 The smallest atom of truth represents someone’s bitter 
toil and agony; for every ponderable chunk of it there is a 
brave truth-seeker’s grave upon some lonely ash dump. . . . 

  —  H.L.     Mencken    
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had been dumped by Ford into streams and near mountains and farms. Ford had 
made deals with so-called waste management fi rms run by criminals. The New 
Jersey newspaper learned that rare and fatal illnesses were common.  

   The Ledger,   Lakeland, Fla.:  Revealed that a fungicide caused crop and 
nursery damage and that the manufacturer, DuPont Co., knew that the fungicide 
had the potential to cause harm but was silent.  

   Star Tribune,   Minneapolis:  Revealed that the state’s foster care system 
allowed known criminals and sex offenders to become foster parents.  

   The Muskegon   (Mich.)   Chronicle:  Showed that the founder of a chemical 
plant made huge profi ts while knowingly exposing his workers to a cancer-caus-
ing chemical.         

  Results   Activist journalism does achieve results. After the  Winston-Salem 
Journal  series that showed that the county’s high infant mortality rate had not 
changed in 10 years although the state’s rate steadily declined during the decade, 
the county hired an infant-mortality coordinator and community leaders pledged 
to undertake a forceful program. 

 Sam Roe of  The Blade  in Toledo, Ohio, went beyond “merely printing the 
news” to expose problems with tragic consequences in a county children’s ser-
vice. See  Abused by the System  in  NRW Plus.        

  A Personal Guide 

  Some of the practices that have made journalism a powerful force in communi-
ties have changed through the years. One is the taboo against reading copy back to 
a source before publishing or airing it. No longer. For a rationale for the change, 
see  Checking Back  in  NRW Plus.    

 Still, some practices and guidelines remain. Young journalists might con-
sider these as guidelines for the practice of their journalism. From a variety of 
sources—from the Greek philosophers to today’s police and White House report-
ers—the following emerge as suggestions for your consideration:

   A belief in and a commitment to a political culture in which the cornerstone 
is restraint in the use of power.  

  Moderation in life and behavior.  

  A secular, scientifi c attitude toward the work at hand. Knowledge is allowed 
to speak for itself. The professional does not believe on the basis of hope but of 
evidence.  

  An open-mindedness that seeks out and tries to comprehend various points 
of view, including those in confl ict with those the reporter holds.  

  Responsibility to one’s abilities and talent. To leave them fallow, to fail 
to labor to develop them through indolence or want of seriousness of purpose 
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 Abuse, Neglect   
 Alison Young went 

through stacks of nursing- 
home inspection reports and 
found needless suffering, 
poor care, bad hygiene, phys-
ical abuse, affronts to human 
dignity. Her fi ve-part series 
for the   Detroit Free Press   was 
based on public records. “I 
got into this business to give 
voice to the voiceless and to 
effect change,” she says.  

   Scripps Howard Awards 
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demeans the self and punishes the society whose betterment depends on new 
ideas vigorously pursued. For Homer, the good was the fulfi llment of function. 
For Aristotle, the good was living up to one’s potential, and for Kant the develop-
ment of one’s talents was a duty, and adherence to “duties” constituted the moral 
life. The reporter who fails to report and write to his or her potential is immoral.  

  An understanding of and a tolerance for the ambiguities involved in most 
important issues and the ability to act despite these uncertainties and doubts. The 
willingness to take responsibility for these actions.  

  The willingness to admit errors.  

  A capacity to endure solitude and criticism, the price of independence.  

  A reluctance to create heroes and villains to the rhythm of the deadline.  

  A knowledge of the pathfi nders in fi elds of knowledge, including journalism.  

  A commitment to work.  

  A sense of the past. W.H. Auden said, “Let us remember that though great 
artists of the past could not change the course of history, it is only through their 
work that we are able to break bread with the dead, and without communion with 
the dead, a fully human life is impossible.”  

  Resistance to praise. Humility. “You have to fi ght against the praise of peo-
ple who like you,” said I.F. Stone, the crusading journalist. “Because you know 
darn well it wasn’t good enough.” He tells the story of the great conductor Arturo 
Toscanini who was engulfed by admirers after a concert. “Maestro, you were 
wonderful,” one said. Toscanini knew the oboe had not come in at the right time 
and that the violins were off. And Toscanini burst into tears because he knew it 
had not been good enough.  

  Duty. John Dewey said, “If a man is burdened with an idea, he not only 
desires to express it; he ought to express it. He owes it to his conscience and the 
common good. The indispensable function of expressing ideas is one of obliga-
tion—to the community and also to something beyond the community, let us say 
to truth.”  

  Avoidance of the desire to please. Self-censorship is a greater enemy than 
outside censorship. Pleasing an editor, the publisher or the source is common-
place. Setting one’s values to the “pragmatic level of the newsroom group,” as 
Warren Breed puts it, can lead to timid, status-quo journalism.  

  A wariness about making words an end in themselves. André Maurois, the 
French writer and political activist, writes:    

  Power, Glory and Money are only secondary objects for the writer. No man can be 
a great writer without having a great philosophy, though it may often be unexpressed. 
A great writer has respect for  values.  His essential function is to raise life to the dignity 
of thought, and he does this by giving it a shape. If he refuses to perform this function 
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     Eye of Conscience  
 During the Depression, 

a group of photographers 
set out to show the dire 
results of poverty. The most 
noted was Dorothea Lange, 
who said of herself, “All 
my life I tried very hard to 
make a place where what 
I did would count.” Her 
photos of migrant workers 
and their children were 
reproduced in newspapers, 
magazines and books.  

Pare Lorentz, the great 
producer of film documen-
taries, said of Lange that 
she did “more for these 
tragic nomads than all the 
politicians of the country.” 
 The New York Times  said, 
“She functioned as our 
national eye of conscience. 
Her constant concerns—the 
survival of human dignity 
under impossible condi-
tions, the confrontation of 
the system by the indi-
vidual, and the helpless 
ignorance of children—
were perfectly suited to the 
subject.”    
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he can be a clever juggler and play tricks with words such as his fellow writers may 
admire, but his books will be of little interest to anybody else. If, on the contrary, he 
fulfi lls it, he will be happy in his writing. Borne aloft by the world as refl ected in him-
self, and producing a sound echo in his times, he helps to shape it by showing to men 
an image of themselves which is at once true and disciplined.     

   Summing Up 

 Reporters should seek to give voice to all groups in society, not to report 
solely those who hold power. 

 The public’s need to know is an immanent value. 
 In determining what shall be reported and what shall be included in a news 

story, the reporter should consider the relevance of the material to the real 
needs of the audience. 

 If the reporter cannot disclose in the story the tactics and techniques used to 
gather information for the story, such tactics should not be used. 

 The reporter should:

    • Be wary of treating people as a means.  

•   Believe on the basis of facts, not hope.  

•   Be committed to a value system but be free from ideologies and commit-
ments that limit thought.  

•   Be wary of promising to help a source in return for material.    

 In balancing moral alternatives, the choice can be made on the basis of:

•    The importance of the possible actions to life. (Life is the referent of value.)  

•   The public interest as against the private interest.  

•   The extent of knowledge of the event. If it is public knowledge or is likely 
to become so and the material is signifi cant and relevant, the information 
should be used.  

   • Serving the needs of society. If the material assists people in participating 
justly, equally and freely in a meaningful community life, then it should be 
used.     

  Further Reading 

 Alterman, Eric.  What Liberal Media? The Truth About Bias and the 
News.  New York: Basic Books, 2003.  

This is the answer to conservative criticism of the media as hav-
ing a liberal leaning. Among the targets of conservatives—CBS 
News,  The New York Times, The Washington Post  and others. 

Rev.Confi rming Pages

men11994_ch27_545-569.indd   566men11994_ch27_545-569.indd   566 1/18/10   2:32:54 PM1/18/10   2:32:54 PM



Chapter 27 The Morality of Journalism 567

Alterman, media columnist for the liberal  Nation  magazine, says 
the right is better organized and more powerful and hides its power 
behind its fusillades against the left, “a near-hopeless battle in 
which they (liberals) are enormously outmatched.” Alterman says 
the rightward drift is the result of right-wing talk-show hosts and 
new media ownership. Of TV news, he writes, “unabashed conser-
vatives dominate. . . .” 

 Bass, Alison.  Side Effects: A Prosecutor, a Whistleblower, and a Bestselling 
Antidepressant on Trial.  New York: Algonquin Books, 2008. 

 Bass describes the work of two women who exposed the side 
effects of an antidepressant whose claims are suspect. She describes 
what she calls “the longstanding complicity between prominent 
academic psychiatrists and the pharmaceutical industry . . . and dis-
turbing fl aws in the way drugs are tested and marketed.” 

 Black, Max, ed.  The Morality of Scholarship.  Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1967. 

 Commission on Freedom of the Press.  A Free and Responsible Press.  
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947. 

 Downie, Leonard Jr., and Robert G. Kaiser.  The News About the News: 
American Journalism in Peril.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002. 

 Gardner, Howard, and Wendy Fischman, Becca Solomon and Deborah 
Greenspan.  Making Good: How Young People Cope with Moral 
Dilemmas at Work.  Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2004.  

This is a companion to an earlier work,  Good Work: When 
Excellence and Ethics Meet  (2001), in which Gardner examined 
how experienced workers in genetics and journalism maintain their 
ethics despite pressures. In this new book, Gardner and his young 
researchers explore the ways a young worker (again in journal-
ism and genetic research) can produce work that is good—in the 
technical sense (being performed with skill) and in the moral sense 
(responding to the needs of society). The authors devote much atten-
tion to examining how young workers respond to “the potentially 
corrupting infl uence of money.” 

 Giddings, Paul J.  Ida: A Sword Among Lions: Ida B. Wells and the Cam-
paign Against Lynching.  New York: Amistad/HarperCollins, 2008.  

From 1882 to 1927, more than 3,000 black men were strung up 
as a means of keeping them in their place economically and socially. 
Born to slave parents, Wells throughout her life struggled to reform 
“the society that had forsaken her race,” Giddings writes. 

 Harris, Roy J., Jr.  Pulitzer’s Gold: Behind the Prize for Public-Service 
Journalism.  Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2008. 

 Harris goes into the newsroom and on the street to tell the stories 
behind the awards for the most prestigious of the Pulitzer Prizes. 
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His background about the reporting behind the Pentagon Papers, 
Watergate, the Catholic clergy scandal and other investigations is 
revealing and instructive. 

 Ibsen, Henrik.  An Enemy of the People.  1882. (Available in many 
anthologies and collections.) 

 Jones, Alex.  Losing the News: The Future of the News That Feeds 
Democracy.  New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. 

 Media consumers, students and instructors are absorbed by the 
burgeoning technology. What may well be lost in the din, says 
Jones, is fact-based reporting, the journalism that checks on power 
and provides the information the public needs to take part meaning-
fully in democracy. He suggests ways that the erosion of respon-
sible journalism might be halted. 

 Kovach, Bill, and Tom Rosenstiel.  The Elements of Journalism: What 
Newspeople Should Know and the Public Should Expect.  New 
York: Three Rivers Press, 2007.  
 The authors say that the elements of journalism are:   

• Journalism’s fi rst obligation is to the truth.  
  • Its fi rst loyalty is to its citizens.  
  • Its essence is a discipline of verifi cation.  
  •  Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those 

they cover.  
  • It must serve as an independent monitor of power.  
  • It must provide a forum for public criticism and compromise.  
  • It must strive to make the signifi cant interesting and relevant.  
  • It must keep the news comprehensive and proportional.  
  •  The practitioners must be allowed to exercise their personal 

conscience.     
 MacPherson, Myra.  “All Governments Lie”: The Life and Times of 

Rebel Journalist I.F. Stone.  New York: Scribner, 2006.  
 I.F. Stone’s Weekly  had a small circulation, but its penetrating 

reporting had considerable impact. This biography and  American 
Radical: The Life and Times of I.F. Stone  by D. D. Guttenplan (New 
York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2009) of advocacy journalist Stone 
shows how a determined reporter can mine documents and reports 
for revealing stories. “Establishment reporters undoubtedly know a 
lot of things I don’t,” Stone said. “But a lot of what they know isn’t 
true.” He described the job of the journalist as “providing greater 
understanding of the complexities in which your country and your 
people and your time fi nd themselves enmeshed.” Pamphleteer, 
forerunner of the bloggers, Stone practiced an investigative jour-
nalism for readers who wanted more revealing information than 
journalism’s stringent objectivity of the time provided. 
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 McChesney, Robert.  Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Communication 
Politics in Dubious Times.  Champaign, Ill.: New Press, 1999. 

 Okrent, Daniel.  Public Editor #1: The Collected Columns (With Refl ections, 
Reconsiderations, and Even a Few Retractions) of the First Ombuds-
man of  The New York Times. New York: Public Affairs. 2006.  

In December 2003, in the aftermath of the fabrications of Jay-
son Blair and the heated-up reporting of supposed weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq, the  Times  hired Okrent as its fi rst ombudsman, 
also known as public editor and readers’ representative. This col-
lection based on his 18 months’ work demonstrates Okrent’s inde-
pendence: he criticizes the paper, for example, for taking “so long” 
to examine its pre-war Iraq reporting. He also questions the use of 
anonymous sources for all but whistle-blowers. 

 Pierce, Robert N.  A Sacred Trust. Nelson Poynter and the St. Petersburg 
Times.  Gainesville, Fla.: University Press of Florida, 1994. 

 Roberts, Gene, and Hank Klibanoff.  The Race Beat: The Press, the Civil 
Rights Struggle and the Awakening of a Nation.  New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 2006. 

 Swados, Harvey.  Years of Conscience: The Muckrakers.  New York: 
World Publishing, 1962. 

 Waldron, Ann.  Hodding Carter: The Reconstruction of a Racist.  Chapel 
Hill, N.C.: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 1993.   
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 Glossary 

 These defi nitions were provided by the press associations and 
working reporters and editors. Many of the brief entries are from 
the  New England Daily Newspaper Study,  an examination of 105 
daily newspapers, edited by Loren Ghiglione. 

  Print Terms  

A 
   add    An addition to a story already written or being 
written.  

   assignment    An order to a reporter to cover an event. An 
editor keeps an assignment book that contains notations 
for reporters such as the following:  

Jacobs—10 a.m.: Health offi cials tour new sewage 
treatment plant.  

Klaren—11 a.m.: Interview Ben Wastersen, possible 
Democratic congressional candidate.  

Mannen—Noon: Rotary Club luncheon speaker, Paul 
Robinson, the district attorney.  

   attribution    Identification of the person being 
quoted. Also, the source of information in a story. 
Sometimes, information is given on a not-for-
attribution basis.   

  B 
   background    Material in a story that gives the 
circumstances surrounding or preceding the event.  

   banger    An exclamation point. Sometimes called a bang. 
Avoid. Let the reader do the exclaiming.  

   banner    Headline across or near the top of all or most 
of a newspaper page. Also called a  line, ribbon, streamer, 
screamer.   

   B copy    Bottom section of a story written ahead of an 
event that will occur too close to deadline for the entire 

story to be processed. The 
B copy usually consists of 
background material.  

   beat    Location assigned 
to a reporter for regular 
coverage—for example, 
police or city hall. Also, 
an exclusive story.  

   body type    Type 
in which most of a 
newspaper is set, usually 
8- or 9-point type.  

   boldface    Heavy, black 
typeface; type that is 
blacker than the text 
with which it is used. 
Abbreviated  bf.   

   break    When a news development becomes known 
and available. Also, the point of interruption in a story 
continued from one page to another.  

   bright    Short, amusing story.  

   bulldog    Early edition, usually the fi rst of a newspaper.  

   byline    Name of the reporter who wrote the story, placed 
atop the published article. An old-timer comments on the 
current use of bylines: “In the old days, a reporter was 
given a byline if he or she personally covered an important 
or unusual story, or the story was an exclusive. Sometimes 
if the writing was superior, a byline was given. Nowadays, 
everyone gets a byline, even if the story is a rewrite and 
the reporter never saw the event described in the story.”     

  C 
   caps    Capital letters; same as  uppercase.   

   caps and lowercase    Initial capital in a word followed by 
small letters. See  lowercase.   

Joel Sartore, 
Wichita Eagle-Beacon
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   caption    See  cutline.   

   column    The vertical division of the news page. A 
standard-size newspaper is divided into fi ve or more 
columns. Also, a signed article of opinion or strong 
personal expression, frequently by an authority or expert—
a sports column, a medical column, political or social 
commentary.  

   computer-assisted reporting    The use of online research 
or data analysis for a news story. Also called  database 
reporting, analytic reporting and precision journalism.   

   copy    Written form in which a news story or other 
material is prepared.  

   copy fl ow    After a reporter fi nishes a story, it moves to 
the city desk, where the city editor reads it for major errors 
or problems. If it does not need further work, the story is 
moved to the copy desk for fi nal editing and a headline. It 
then moves to the mechanical department.  

   correction    Errors that reach publication are retracted 
or corrected if they are serious or someone demands 
a correction. Libelous matter is always corrected 
immediately, often in a separate news story rather than in 
the standard box assigned to corrections.  

   correspondent    Reporter who sends news from outside 
a newspaper offi ce. On smaller papers, often not a regular 
full-time staff member.  

   crony journalism    Reporting that ignores or treats lightly 
negative news about friends. Beat reporters sometimes 
have a tendency to protect their informants to retain them 
as sources.  

   crop    To cut or mask the unwanted portions, usually of a 
photograph.  

   cut    Printed picture or illustration. Also, to eliminate 
material from a story. See  trim.   

   cutline    Any descriptive or explanatory material under a 
picture.   

  D 
   database    A collection of information organized in a 
uniform way, usually as columns and rows. A database 
can consist of one list (called a table) or multiple tables 
that can be linked. Information compiled as a database 
can be searched and manipulated with computer 

software. Reporters obtain databases from government 
agencies and analyze them for stories. Modern 
newsrooms have database systems for organizing and 
linking stories, photos, page layouts and other editorial 
content.  

   dateline    Name of the city or town and sometimes the 
date at the start of a story that is not of local origin.  

   deadline    Time at which the copy for an edition must be 
ready.   

  E 
   edition    One version of a newspaper. Some papers have 
one edition a day, some several. Not to be confused with 
 issue,  which usually refers to all editions under a single 
date.  

   editorial    Article of comment or opinion, usually on the 
editorial page.  

   editorial material    All material in the newspaper that is 
not advertising.  

   enterprise copy    Story, often initiated by a reporter, that 
digs deeper than the usual news story.  

   exclusive    Story a reporter has obtained to the exclusion 
of the competition. Popularly known as a  scoop,  a term 
rarely used in the newsroom.   

  F 
   feature    Story emphasizing the human or entertaining 
aspects of a situation. A news story or other material 
differentiated from straight news. As a verb, it means to 
give prominence to a story.  

   fi le    To send a story to the offi ce.  

   fi ller    Material used to fi ll space. Small items used to fi ll 
out columns where needed. Also called  column closers  
and  shorts.   

   fl ag    Printed title of a newspaper on page 1. Also known 
as  logotype  and  nameplate.   

   folo    Story that follows up on a theme in a news story. 
When a fi re destroyed a parochial school in Chicago, 
newspapers followed up the fi re coverage with stories 
about fi re safety precautions in the Chicago schools.  
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   free advertising    Use of the names of businesses and 
products not essential to the story. Instead of the brand 
name, use the broad term  camera  for Leica or Kodak.  

   futures calendar    Date book in which story ideas, 
meetings and activities scheduled for a later occurrence 
are listed. Also known as a  futures book.  Kept by city and 
assignment editors and by careful reporters.   

  G 
   good night    An expression meaning there is nothing 
further for the reporter from the desk for the day. 
Reporters call in when they take a break. Desks need 
to know where their reporters are in case of breaking 
stories.  

   graf    Abbreviation for  paragraph.   

   Guild    Newspaper Guild, an international union to 
which reporters and other newspaper workers belong. 
Newspapers that have contracts with the Guild are said to 
be “organized.”   

  H 
   handout    Written publicity or special-interest news sent 
to a newspaper for publication.  

   hard news    Spot news; live and current news in contrast 
to  features.   

   head  or  headline    The display type over a printed news 
story.  

   head shot    Picture featuring little more than the head and 
shoulders of the person shown.  

   HFR    Abbreviation for “hold for release.” Material that 
cannot be used until it is released by the source or at a 
designated time. Also known as  embargoed material.    

  I 
   insert    Material placed inside a story. Usually, a 
paragraph or more to be placed in material already sent to 
the desk.  

   investigative reporting    Technique used to unearth 
information that sources often want hidden. This type of 

reporting involves examination of documents and records, 
the cultivation of informants, painstaking and extended 
research. Investigative reporting usually seeks to expose 
wrongdoing and has concentrated on public offi cials and 
their activities.  

In recent years, industry and business have been 
scrutinized. Some journalists contend that the term 
is redundant, that all good reporting is investigative, 
that behind every surface fact is the real story that a 
resourceful, curious and persistent reporter can dig up.  

   italics    Type in which letters and characters slant to the 
right.   

  J 
   jump    Continuation of a story from one page to another. 
As a verb, to continue material. Also called  runover.    

  K 
   kill    To delete a section from copy or to discard the entire 
story; also, to  spike  a story.   

  L 
   lead  (pronounced  leed  )   First paragraph in a news story. 
In a direct or straight news lead, it summarizes the main 
facts. In a delayed lead, usually used on feature stories, it 
evokes a scene or sets a mood.  

Also used to refer to the main idea of a story: An 
editor will ask a reporter, “What’s the lead on the piece?” 
expecting a quick summary of the main facts.  

Also, a tip on a story; an idea for a story. A source will 
tell a reporter, “I have a lead on a story for you.”  

   localize    To emphasize the names of persons from the 
local community who are involved in events outside 
the city or region: A local couple rescued in a Paris 
hotel fi re; the city police chief who speaks at a national 
conference.  

   lowercase    Small letters, as contrasted with capitals.  

   LTK    Designation on copy for “lead to come.” Usually 
placed after the  slug.  Indicates the written material will be 
given a lead later.   

Confi rming Pages

men11994_glo_570-577.indd   572men11994_glo_570-577.indd   572 1/20/10   3:59:14 PM1/20/10   3:59:14 PM



Glossary 573

  M 
   makeup    Layout or design. The arrangement of body 
type, headlines and illustrations into pages.  

   masthead    Formal statement of a newspaper’s name, 
offi cers, place of publication and other descriptive 
information, usually on the editorial page. Sometimes 
confused with  fl ag  or  nameplate.   

   mug shot    See  head shot.    

  N 
   new lead    See  running story.   

   news hole    Space in a newspaper allotted to news, 
illustrations and other nonadvertising material.   

  O 
   obituary    Account of a person’s death; also called  obit.   

   off-the-record    Describes material offered the reporter 
in confi dence. If the reporter accepts the material with 
this understanding, it cannot be used except as general 
background. Some reporters never accept off-the-record 
material. Some reporters will accept the material with 
the provision that if they can obtain the information 
elsewhere, they will use it. Reporters who learn of off-the-
record material from other than the original source can 
use it.  

No public, offi cial meeting can be off-the-record, 
and almost all offi cial documents (court records, police 
information) are public information. Private groups can 
ask that their meetings be kept off-the-record, but reporters 
frequently ignore such requests when the meeting is public 
or large numbers of people are present.  

   op-ed page    Abbreviation for the page opposite the 
editorial page. The page usually is devoted to opinion 
columns and related illustrations.   

  P 
   play    Emphasis given to a news story or picture—size 
and place in the newspaper of the story; typeface and size 
of headline.  

   P.M.    Afternoon or evening newspaper.  

   pool    Arrangement whereby limited numbers of reporters 
and photographers are selected to represent all those 
assigned to the story. Pooling is adopted when a large 
number of people would overwhelm the event or alter its 
nature. Members of the pool share news and fi lm with the 
rest of the press corps.  

   precede    Story written prior to an event; also, the section 
of a story preceding the lead, sometimes set in italic.  

   press release    Publicity handout, or a story given to the 
news media for publication.  

   proof    Reproduction of type on paper for the purpose of 
making corrections or alterations.  

   puff piece or puffery    Publicity story or a story that 
contains unwarranted superlatives.   

  Q 
   quotes    Quotation marks; also, a part of a story in which 
someone is directly quoted.   

  R 
   rewrite    To write for a second time to strengthen a story 
or to condense it.  

   rewriteman    Person who takes the facts of stories over 
the telephone and then puts them together into a story and 
who may rewrite reporters’ stories.  

   roundup    A story that joins two or more events with a 
common theme, such as traffi c accidents, weather, police 
reports. When the events occur in different cities and are 
wrapped up in one story, the story is known as an  undated 
roundup.   

   rowback    A story that attempts to correct a previous 
story without indicating that the prior story had been in 
error or without taking responsibility for the error.  

   running story    Event that develops and is covered over 
a period of time. For an event covered in subsequent 
editions of a newspaper or on a single cycle of a wire 
service, additional material is slugged as follows:  

New lead—important new information; Adds and 
inserts—less important information; Sub—material that 
replaces dated material, which is removed.   
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  S 
   sell    Presentation a reporter makes to impress the editor 
with the importance of his or her story; also, editors sell 
stories to their superiors at news conferences.  

   shirttail    Short, related story added to the end of a longer 
one.  

   short    Filler, generally of some current news value.  

   sidebar    Story that emphasizes and elaborates on one 
part of another nearby story.  

   situationer    Story that pulls together a continuing 
event for the reader who might not have kept track as 
it unfolded. The situationer is helpful with complex or 
technical developments or on stories with varied datelines 
and participants.  

   slant    To write a story so as to infl uence the reader’s 
thinking. To editorialize: to color or misrepresent.  

   slug    Word placed on copy to identify the story, usually 
in top left of page.  

   source    Person, record, document or event that provides 
the information for the story.  

   sourcebook    Alphabetical listing, by name and by 
title, of the addresses and the offi ce and home telephone 
numbers of people on the reporter’s beat and some general 
numbers—FBI agent in charge in town, police and fi re 
department spokesperson, hospital information, weather 
bureau.  

   split page    Front page of an inside section; also known as 
the  break page  and  second front page.   

   stringer    Correspondent, not a regular staff member, who 
is paid by the story or by the number of words written.  

   style    Rules for capitalization, punctuation and spelling 
that standardize usage so that the material presented 
is uniform. The most frequently used stylebook is the 
common stylebook of the Associated Press. Also, the 
unique characteristics of a reporter’s writing or news 
delivery.  

   stylebook    Specifi c listing of the conventions of spelling, 
abbreviation, punctuation and capitalization used by a 
particular newspaper or wire service.  

   sub    See  running story.   

   subhead    One-line and sometimes two-line head (usually 
in boldface body type) inserted in a long story at intervals 
for emphasis or to break up a long column of type.   

  T 
   text    Verbatim report of a speech or public statement.  

   tight    Refers to a paper so crowded with ads that the 
news space must be reduced. It is the opposite of the  wide 
open paper.   

   tip    Information passed to a reporter, often in confi dence. 
The material usually requires further fact gathering. 
Occasionally, verifi cation is impossible and the reporter 
must decide whether to go with the tip on the strength of 
the insider’s knowledge.  

   trim    To reduce or condense copy carefully.   

  U 
   update    Story that brings the reader up-to-date on a 
situation or personality previously in the news. If the 
state legislature appropriated additional funds for fi ve 
new criminal court judges to meet the increased number 
of cases in the courts, an update might be written some 
months later about how many more cases were handled 
after the judges went to work. An update usually has no 
hard news angle.   

  V 
   verifi cation    Determination of the truth of the material 
the reporter gathers or is given. The assertions, sometimes 
even the actual observations, do not necessarily mean 
the information is accurate or true. Some of the basic 
tools of verifi cation are the telephone book, for names 
and addresses; the city directory, for occupations. For 
verifi cation of more complex material, the procedure 
of Thucydides, the Greek historian and author of the 
 History of the Peloponnesian War,  is good advice for the 
journalist:  

“As to the deeds done in the war, I have not thought 
myself at liberty to record them on hearsay from the fi rst 
informant or on arbitrary conjecture. My account rests 
either on personal knowledge or on the closest possible 
scrutiny of each statement made by others. The process of 
research was laborious, because the confl icting accounts 

Confi rming Pages

men11994_glo_570-577.indd   574men11994_glo_570-577.indd   574 1/20/10   3:59:15 PM1/20/10   3:59:15 PM



Glossary 575

were given by those who had witnessed the several events, 
as partiality swayed or memory served them.”   

  W 
   wire services    Synonym for  press associations,  the 
Associated Press and United Press International. There are 
foreign-owned press services to which some newspapers 
subscribe: Reuters, Agence France-Presse.   

  Broadcast Terms  

A 
   actuality    An on-the-scene report.  

   audio    Sound.   

  C 
   close-up    Shot of the face of the subject that dominates 
the frame so that little background is visible.  

   cover shot    A long shot usually cut in at the beginning of 
a sequence to establish place or location.  

   cue    A signal in script or by word or gesture to begin or 
to stop. Two types: incue and outcue.  

   cut    Quick transition from one type of picture to another. 
Radio: A portion of an actuality on tape used on broadcast.  

   cutaway    Transition shot—usually short—from one 
theme to another; used to avoid  jump cut.  Often, a shot of 
the interviewer listening.   

  D 
   dissolve    Smooth fading of one picture for another. 
As the second shot becomes distinct, the fi rst slowly 
disappears.  

   dolly    Camera platform. Dolly-in: Move platform toward 
subject. Dolly-out: Move platform away.  

   dub    The transfer of one videotape to another.   

  E 
   establishing shot    Frequently a wide shot; used to give 
the viewer a sense of the scene of action.   

  F 
   FI  or  fade in    A scene that begins without full brilliance 
and gradually assumes full brightness.  FO  or  fade out  is 
the opposite.  

   freeze frame    A single frame that is frozen into position.   

  G 
   graphics    All visual displays, such as artwork, maps, 
charts and still photos.   

  J 
   jump cut    Transition from one subject to a different 
subject in an abrupt manner. Avoided with  cutaway  shot 
between the scenes.   

  L 
   lead-in    Introductory statements to fi lm or tape of actual 
event. The lead-in sets up the actuality by giving the 
context of the event.  

   lead-out    Copy that comes immediately after tape or 
fi lm of an actuality. The lead-out identifi es the newsmaker 
again so listeners and viewers will know whom they just 
heard or saw. Used more often in radio. Also known as 
 tag lines.   

   long shot    Framing that takes in the scene of the event.   

  M 
   medium shot    Framing of one person from head to waist 
or of a small group seated at a table. Known as  MS.   

   mix    Combining two or more sound elements into one.  

   montage    A series of brief shots of various subjects to 
give a single impression or communicate one idea.   

  O 
   O/C    On camera. A reporter delivering copy directly to 
the camera without covering pictures.  

   outtakes    Scenes that are discarded for the fi nal story.   
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  P 
   panning or pan shot    Moving the camera from left to 
right or right to left.   

  R 
   remote    A taped or live broadcast from a location 
outside the studio; also, the unit that originates such a 
broadcast.   

  S 
   segue    An uninterrupted transition from one sound to 
another; a sound dissolve. (Pronounced  seg-way. )  

   SOF    Sound on fi lm. Recorded simultaneously with the 
picture.  

   SOT    Sound on tape. Recorded simultaneously with 
picture on tape.   

  T 
   trim    To eliminate material.   

  V 
   V/O    Reporter’s voice over pictures.  

   VTR    Videotape recording.   

  Z 
   zooming    Use of a variable focus lens to take close-ups 
and wide angle shots from a stationary position. By using 
a zoom lens, a camera operator can give the impression of 
moving closer to or farther from the subject.   

  Internet Terms  

B 
   blurb    A summary of a story on a news Web page. It 
links to the full story.   

  C 
   chat    To talk in real time with others over the Internet or 
through a commercial service such as America Online.  

   content provider    Firm or organization that creates 
content, such as Salon or CNET.   

  D 
   deep Web    See  invisible Web.    

  F 
   fl aming    Hostile chat, commentary or e-mail.   

  H 
   hit    Request by a Web user to a server for an image or a 
fi le. Hits are used to measure the frequency or popularity 
of a site. Most sites now use  page views  as the more 
reliable measure of how many people visit a site.  

   home page    Online site or home for a multitude 
of information—about movie stars, athletes, pets or 
commercial messages. Can be in the form of text, 
graphics, sound, animation.  

   hotspot    A place that offers a Wi-Fi connection to the 
Internet. Also called an access point. See  Wi-Fi.   

   HTML    Abbreviation for Hypertext Markup Language, 
the language used to create World Wide Web documents.  

   hyperlink    Location on the Internet that takes the user to 
another site. Using the mouse, a user  clicks on  the link to 
be carried to the other document. Hyperlinks are indicated 
often by highlighting or boldface type.  

   hypertext    System of coding text to link electronic 
documents with one another. Elements in a hypertext 
document are linked to elements in other documents.   

  I 
   instant message    Programs that allow users to send real-
time messages across the Net. Popular versions are AOL’s 
IM and icq.com.  
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   Internet    Global network of computers communicating 
in a common language or protocol (TCP/IP, Transmission 
Control Protocol/Internet Protocol) over telephone lines 
or microwave links. Home to the World Wide Web, 
newsgroups and online forums. Always preceded by 
“the” unless used as a modifi er. The “i” is always capped. 
Synonymous with the Net.  

   invisible Web    An online database, usually containing 
government records. Most search tools do not penetrate 
these databases. Also known as the  deep Web.    

  L 
   listserv    Mail-handling software that allows people 
to subscribe to mailing lists. The lists consist of e-mail 
addresses. Subscribers receive the messages posted to the 
central mail-handling address.  

   log on    The process of identifying oneself on the 
computer to gain access to a network.   

  M 
   mailing list    Ongoing e-mail discussion devoted to a 
specifi c topic. Lists can be public or private, moderated or 
unmoderated. Also, a group of people (subscribers) with 
a common interest. The Internet has more than 30,000 
mailing lists.  

R
   RSS    Abbreviation for Really Simple Syndication. This 
is a format for publishing frequently updated information, 
such as news stories and blog entries, on the Web. An RSS 
feed displays the headlines in reverse chronological order 
so that readers can easily spot the latest information.   

  S 
   search engine    A tool to fi nd information on the Internet 
by keyword(s) or concept. A search tool attempts to match 
your keyword(s) against a computerized index of words 
found on Web pages, in contrast to a Web directory. With 
Web access, most search engines are free.  

   snail mail    Postal mail.  

   social media tools    Technology that allows people to 
easily publish and interact on the Internet. These tools 
include YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Wikipedia and 
blogging software.  

   spam    Electronic litter. Unwanted advertisements, junk 
postings. Similar to junk mail. Spamming is the act of 
sending spam.   

  U 
   Usenet newsgroups    Collection of informal forums, 
bulletin boards or newsgroups distributed over the Internet 
and devoted to a variety of interests and topics. More than 
54,000 exist.   

  W 
   Web    Short for the World Wide Web, part of the 
Internet that allows users to access text, pictures, charts, 
documents, graphics, sounds and video.  

   Web directory    A list of Web sites by categories and 
subcategories. It is used for fi nding a Web site about a 
particular subject. In contrast to a search engine, people—
not computers—evaluate the sites and assign them a 
category in a Web directory.  

   Web site    Collection of pages on the Web that can be 
accessed through a main title or contents page, which is 
called a  front door.  A site can be likened to a TV network 
or a publishing house.  

   Wi-Fi    A popular way of connecting a computer 
wirelessly to the Internet. Wi-Fi refers to network 
connections that use a radio frequency of 802.11. 
Wi-Fi has a short range and usually serves a specifi c 
location, such as a building or park. However, some 
communities have established a system of overlapping 
Wi-Fi hotspots and created wireless networks that cover 
entire cities.     
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 Appendixes 

  The following appendixes are included in  NRW Plus,  available online at  www
.mhhe.com/mencher12e . On the left is a box “Online Learning Center.” Access 
“Student Edition.” In the pop up box “Choose One,” you will fi nd  NRW Plus: 

   A—Grammar  

  B—Public Opinion Polling Checklist  

  C—How to Use the FOIA—Freedom of Information Act  

  D—Code of Ethics  

  E—Sources Online  

  F—Copy Editing Symbols  

  G—The Journalism Job Hunt     
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   addresses  Abbreviate  Avenue, Boulevard, Street  with specifi c address:  1314 
Kentucky St.  Spell out without specifi c address:  construction on Fifth Avenue.  

 Use fi gures for the address number:  3 Third Ave.; 45 Main St.  Spell out num-
bers under 10 as street names:  21 Fourth Ave.; 450 11th St.  

  age  Use fi gures. To express age as an adjective, use hyphens:  a 3-year-old girl.  Also 
use hyphens when age is expressed as a noun as in:  a 10-year-old.  Unless otherwise 
stated, the fi gure is presumed to indicate years:  a boy, 4, and his sister, 6 months.  

  Infant:  under one year of age;  child:  someone in the period between infancy 
and youth, ages 1 to 13;  girl, boy:  under 18;  youth:  13–18;  man, woman:  over 
18;  adult:  over 18, unless used in specifi c legal context for crimes such as drink-
ing;  middle-aged:  35–55;  elderly:  over 65. Avoid  elderly  when describing 
individuals. 

  a.m., p.m.  Lowercase with periods. 

  amendment  Capitalize when referring to specifi c amendments to the U.S. Con-
stitution. Spell out for the fi rst through ninth; use fi gures for 10th and above:  First 
Amendment, 10th Amendment.  

  anti-  Hyphenate all but words that have their own meanings:  antibiotic, antibody, 
anticlimax, antidote, antifreeze, antihistamine, antiknock, antimatter, antiparticle, 
antipasto, antiperspirant, antiseptic, antiserum, antithesis, antitoxin, antitrust.  

  bi, semi  When used with periods of time, the prefi x  bi  means every other;  semi  
means twice. A biennial conference meets every other year. A semiweekly news-
paper comes out twice a week. No hyphens. 

  brand name  A nonlegal term for a trademark. Do not use as generic terms or as 
verbs: make it  soft drink  instead of  Coke  or  coke; photocopy  instead of  Xerox.  

  capitalization  Generally, follow a down style. 
 Proper nouns: Use capitals for names of persons, places, trademarks; titles when 

used with names; nicknames of people, states, teams; titles of books, plays, movies. 

  century  Lowercase, spelling out numbers less than 10, except when used in 
proper nouns— the fi fth century, 18th century,  but  20th Century-Fox  and  Nine-
teenth Century Society —following the organization’s practice. 

  chairman, chairwoman  Use  chairman  or  chairwoman  instead of  chair  or  chair-
person; spokesman  or  spokeswoman  instead of  spokesperson  and similar con-
structions unless the  -person  construction is a formal title. 

     The Standards  
 The stylebook contains 

guidelines to provide uni-
form presentation of mate-
rial, to ensure consistency 
in spelling, capitalization, 
punctuation and abbrevia-
tion for those who write 
and edit the news.  

Inconsistencies in 
addresses, dates and titles 
make readers wonder why 
it’s 1280 St. John’s Avenue 
in one paragraph and 1280 
St. John’s Ave. in another; 
January 25, 1977, in the 
lead and Jan. 25, 1977, 
three paragraphs later.  

Different publications 
have different stylebooks, 
but most use a version of 
the  AP Stylebook,  which is 
the basis of this one.    

     The Standards  
 The stylebook contains 

guidelines to provide uni-
form presentation of mate-
rial, to ensure consistency 
in spelling, capitalization, 
punctuation and abbrevia-
tion for those who write 
and edit the news.  

Inconsistencies in 
addresses, dates and titles 
make readers wonder why 
it’s 1280 St. John’s Avenue 
in one paragraph and 1280 
St. John’s Ave. in another; 
January 25, 1977, in the 
lead and Jan. 25, 1977, 
three paragraphs later.  

Different publications 
have different stylebooks, 
but most use a version of 
the  AP Stylebook,  which is 
the basis of this one.    

   Stylebook 
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 Use  chairman  or  spokesman  when referring to the offi ce in general. A neutral 
word such as  representative  often may be the best choice. 

  co-  Use a hyphen when forming nouns, adjectives and verbs that indicate occupa-
tion or status:  co-star, co-written.  No hyphen for other constructions:  coeduca-
tion, coexist.  

  Congress  Capitalize when referring to the U.S. Senate and House of Representa-
tives. The term is correctly used only in reference to the two legislative branches 
together. Capitalize also when referring to foreign governments that use the term 
or its equivalent. 

 Do not capitalize  congressional  unless it is part of a proper name. 

  Constitution, constitutional  Capitalize when referring to the U.S. Constitution, 
with or without the  U.S.  modifi er. When referring to other constitutions, capitalize 
only when preceded by the name of a nation or state. Lowercase  constitutional.  

  court names  Capitalize the full proper names of courts at all levels. Retain capi-
talization if  U.S.  or a state name is dropped. 

  dates   July 6, 1957, was her birth date.  (Use commas.)  She was born in July 1957.  
(No comma between the month and year.) 

 Abbreviate the month with a specifi c date:  Feb. 19.  Spell out all months when 
standing alone. With dates, use abbreviations:  Jan., Feb., Aug., Sept., Oct., Nov., 
Dec.  Spell out  March, April, May, June, July.  

  directions and regions  Lowercase  north, south, northeast,  etc. when they indi-
cate compass direction:  Police followed the car south on Route 22.  

 Capitalize when they refer to regions:  Southern accent; Northeastern industry.  
 With names of nations, lowercase except when they are part of a proper name 

or are used to designate a politically divided nation:  tourism in southern France,  
but  South Korea  and  Northern Ireland.  

 Lowercase compass points when they describe a section of a state or city 
except when they are part of a proper name ( South Dakota ) or when they refer to 
a widely known region ( Southern California; the East Side of New York ). 

 Capitalize them when combining them with a common noun to form a proper 
noun:  the Eastern Hemisphere; the North Woods.  

  entitled  Does not mean  titled. Citizens 18 and older are entitled to vote,  but  the 
book is titled “News Reporting and Writing.”  

  ex-  No hyphen for words that use  ex  in the sense of  out of: excommunicate, expro-
priate.  Hyphenate when using in the sense of  former: ex-husband, ex-convict. 
Former  is preferred with titles:  Former President Gerald R. Ford.  

  fi reman  Use  fi refi ghter  because some women hold this job. 

  fractions  Spell out amounts less than 1, using hyphens:  one-half, two-thirds.  Use 
fi gures for amounts larger than 1, converting to decimals whenever possible:  3.5  
instead of  three and one-half  or  3 1/2.  
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 Figures are preferred in tabular material and in stories about stocks. 

  gay  Acceptable as a popular synonym for  homosexual.  May be used as a noun 
and an adjective. 

  handicapped, disabled, impaired  Avoid describing an individual as  disabled  
or  handicapped  unless it is essential to the story. If necessary to use, make clear 
what the handicap is and how it affects the person’s mental or physical activity. 
 Disabled  refers to a condition that interferes with a person’s ability to do some-
thing independently.  Handicap  should be avoided in describing a disability.  Blind  
means complete loss of sight. For others, use  partially blind. Deaf  means com-
plete loss of hearing. For others, use  partial hearing loss  or  partially deaf. Mute  
refers to people who physically cannot speak. For others, use  speech impaired.  
Do not use  wheelchair-bound  unless necessary, and then say why. 

 Do not identify someone as having a disability unless the disability is relevant, 
and the relevance is clear. People with disabilities should not be described as 
heroes or victims. Describe the symptoms or diffi culties the person encounters 
and let the reader reach conclusions. 

  historical periods and events  Capitalize widely recognized periods and events 
in anthropology, archaeology, geology and history:  the Bronze Age, the Ice Age, 
the Renaissance.  

 Capitalize widely recognized popular names for eras and events:  the Glorious 
Revolution, the Roaring ’20s.  

  holidays and holy days  Capitalize them. In federal law, the legal holidays are New 
Year’s, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Presidents Day, Memorial Day, Independence 
Day, Labor Day, Columbus Day, Veterans Day, Thanksgiving and Christmas. 

 States are not required to follow the federal lead in designating holidays, 
except that federal employees must receive the day off or must be paid overtime 
if they work. 

 Jewish holy days: Hanukkah, Passover, Purim, Rosh Hashana, Shavuot, Suk-
kot and Yom Kippur. 

  in-  No hyphen when it means  not: invalid; inaccurate.  Mostly used without the 
hyphen in other combinations, but there are a few exceptions:  in-house; in-depth.  
Consult a dictionary when in doubt. 

  -in  Always precede with a hyphen:  break-in; sit-in; write-in.  

  initials  Use periods and no space:  H.L. Mencken; C.S. Lewis.  This practice has 
been adopted to ensure that initials will be set on the same line. 

  like-  Follow with a hyphen when used to mean  similar to: like-minded; 
like-natured.  

  -like  No hyphen unless the  l  would be tripled:  lifelike,  but  shell-like.  

  mailman  Use the term  letter carrier  or  mail carrier  because many women work 
for the Postal Service. 
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  man, mankind   Humanity  is preferred for the plural form. Use  a person  or  an 
individual  in the singular. A phrase or sentence usually can be reconstructed to 
eliminate any awkwardness. 

  National Organization for Women  Not  National Organization of Women.  

  nationalities and races  Capitalize the proper names of nationalities, peoples, 
races, tribes, etc. Lowercase  black  and  white.  Lowercase derogatory terms such 
as  honky  and  nigger;  use them only in direct quotations. 

 See  race  for guidelines on when racial identifi cation is pertinent in a story. 

  nobility  Capitalize  king, queen, duke  and other titles when they precede the indi-
vidual’s name. Lowercase when standing alone:  King Juan Carlos,  but  the king 
of Spain.  

  non-  In general, do not hyphenate if  not  could be used before the root word. 
Hyphenate before proper nouns or in awkward combinations:  non-nuclear.  

  numerals  Spell out  one  through  nine,  except when used to indicate age, votes, 
building numbers, scores. Use fi gures for  10  and above. 

 Spell out a number when it begins a sentence:  Fifteen members voted against 
the bill.  Use fi gures when a year begins a sentence:  1999 began auspiciously.  

 Use fi gures for time, temperature, dimensions, percentages, percents and 
money: $5, but  a dollar.  

 If a series has mixed numbers, use all numbers:  His table had scattered on it 6 
magazines, 13 books and 11 newspapers.  

 For amounts of $1 million and more, use the  $  sign and fi gures up to two 
decimal places with the  million, billion, trillion  spelled out:  $1.65 million.  Exact 
amounts are given in fi gures:  $1,650,398.  

 When spelling out large numbers, separate numbers ending in  y  from the next 
number with a hyphen:  seventy-nine; one hundred seventy-nine.  

  people, persons  Use  person  when referring to an individual.  People  is preferred 
to  persons  in all plural uses. 

  People  also is a collective noun that takes a plural verb when used to refer to 
a single race or nation:  The Philippine people are awaiting the president’s deci-
sion on the offer of aid.  In this sense,  peoples  is the plural form:  The peoples of 
Western Europe do not always agree on East-West issues.  

  percentages  Use fi gures—decimals, not fractions—and the word  percent,  not the 
symbol:  2.5 percent; 10 percent.  For amounts less than 1 percent, place a zero 
before the decimal:  0.6 percent.  

 When presenting a range, repeat  percent  after each fi gure:  2 percent to 5 percent.  

  policeman  Use  police offi cer  instead. 

  political parties and philosophies  Capitalize the name of the party and the word 
 party  when it is used as part of the organization’s proper name:  the Democratic 
Party.  
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 Capitalize  Communist, Conservative, Democrat, Liberal,  etc., when they refer 
to the activities of a specifi c party or to individual members. 

 Lowercase the name of a philosophy in noun and adjective forms unless it is 
derived from a proper name:  communism; fascist,  but  Marxism; Nazi.  

 In general, avoid the terms  conservative, radical, leftist  and  rightist.  In casual 
and popular usage, the meanings of these terms vary, depending on the user and 
the situation being discussed. A more precise description of an individual’s or a 
group’s political views is preferred. 

  post offi ce  Should not be capitalized. The agency is the U.S. Postal Service. 

  prefi xes  See entries for specifi c prefi xes. Generally, do not hyphenate when using 
a prefi x with a word starting with a consonant. 

 Except for  cooperate  and  coordinate,  use a hyphen if the prefi x ends in the 
same vowel that begins the following word:  re-elect,  not  reelect.  

 Use a hyphen if the word that follows is capitalized:  pan-American; 
anti-Catholic.  

 Use a hyphen to join doubled prefi xes:  sub-subclause.  

  presidency  Always lowercase. 

  president  Capitalized only as a title before an individual’s name:  President 
Barack Obama,  but  the president said he would spend New Year’s in Chicago.  

  presidential  Lowercase unless part of a proper name:  presidential approval,  but 
 Presidential Medal of Freedom.  

  race  Race, religion and national origin are sometimes essential to a story but too 
often are injected when they are not pertinent. When in doubt about relevance, 
substitute descriptions such as  white, Baptist, French.  If one of these descriptions 
would be pertinent, use the original term. 

  religious references  
 DEITIES: Capitalize the proper names of monotheistic deities, pagan and 

mythological gods and goddesses:  Allah, the Father, Zeus.  Lowercase pronouns 
that refer to the deity:  he, him, thee, who,  etc. 

 Lowercase  gods  when referring to the deities of polytheistic religions. Lower-
case such words as  god-awful, godlike, godsend.  

 LIFE OF JESUS CHRIST: Capitalize the names of major events in the life of 
Jesus Christ in references that do not use his name:  the Last Supper; the Resur-
rection.  Lowercase when the words are used with his name:  the ascension of 
Christ.  Apply the same principle to events in the life of his mother, Mary. 

 RITES: Capitalize proper names for rites that commemorate the Last Supper 
or signify a belief in Jesus Christ’s presence:  the Lord’s Supper; Holy Eucharist.  
Lowercase the names of other sacraments. 

 HOLY DAYS: Capitalize the names of holy days:  Hanukkah.  
 OTHER WORDS: Lowercase  heaven, hell, devil, angel, cherub, apostle, 

priest,  etc. 

     Some Exceptions  
 Thomas Jefferson in a 

letter to James Madison:  

When strict-
ness of grammar 
does not weaken 
expression, it should 
be attended to. . . . 
But where, by 
small grammatical 
negligences, the 
energy of an idea 
is condensed, or 
a word stands for 
a sentence, I hold 
grammatical rigor in 
contempt.  

Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson in his preface to 
Emily Dickinson’s  Poems, 
first series:   

When a thought 
takes one’s breath 
away, a lesson in 
grammar seems an 
impertinence.    

     Some Exceptions  
 Thomas Jefferson in a 

letter to James Madison:  

When strict-
ness of grammar 
does not weaken 
expression, it should 
be attended to. . . . 
But where, by 
small grammatical 
negligences, the 
energy of an idea 
is condensed, or 
a word stands for 
a sentence, I hold 
grammatical rigor in 
contempt.  

Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson in his preface to 
Emily Dickinson’s  Poems, 
first series:   

When a thought 
takes one’s breath 
away, a lesson in 
grammar seems an 
impertinence.    
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  rock ’n’ roll  Not  rock and roll.  

  room numbers  Use fi gures and capitalize  room:  The faculty met in Room 516. 
Capitalize the names of specially designated rooms:  Oval Offi ce; Blue Room.  

  saint  Abbreviate as  St.  in the names of saints, cities and other places except  Saint 
John  (New Brunswick), to distinguish it from St. John’s, Newfoundland, and 
 Sault Ste. Marie.  

  seasons  Lowercase  spring, summer, fall, winter  and their derivatives. Capitalize 
when part of a formal name:  St. Paul Winter Carnival; Summer Olympics.  

  self-  Always hyphenate:  self-motivated; self-taught.  

  senate, senatorial  Capitalize all references to specifi c legislative bodies, regardless 
of whether the name of the nation or state is used:  U.S. Senate; the state Senate.  

 Lowercase plural uses:  the Iowa and Kansas state senates.  Lowercase refer-
ences to nongovernmental bodies:  the student-faculty senate.  

 Always lowercase  senatorial.  

  sexism  Avoid stereotyping women or men. Be conscious of equality in treatment 
of both sexes. 

 When writing of careers and jobs, avoid presuming that the wage earner is a 
man and that the woman is a homemaker:  the average family of fi ve  instead of  the 
average worker with a wife and three children.  

 Avoid physical descriptions of women or men when not absolutely relevant 
to the story. 

 Use parallel references to both sexes:  the men and the women,  not  the men and 
the ladies; husband and wife,  not  man and wife.  

 Do not use nouns and pronouns to indicate sex unless the sex difference is basic 
to understanding or there is no suitable substitute. One way to avoid such subtle 
sexism is to change the noun to the plural, eliminating the masculine pronoun: 
 Drivers should carry their licenses,  not  Every driver should carry his license.  

 Personal appearance and marital and family relationships should be used only 
when relevant to the story. 

  state names  Spell out names of the 50 U.S. states when they stand alone in tex-
tual matter. 

 The names of eight states are never abbreviated:  Alaska, Hawaii, Idaho, Iowa, 
Maine, Ohio, Texas, Utah.  

 Abbreviate other state names when used with a city, in a dateline or with party 
affi liation. Do not use Postal Service abbreviations.                

     Ala.       Fla.       Md.       Neb.       N.D.       Tenn.    
    Ariz.       Ga.       Mass.       Nev.       Okla.       Vt.    
    Ark.       Ill.       Mich.       N.H.       Ore.       Va.    
    Calif.       Ind.       Minn.       N.J.       Pa.       Wash.    
    Colo.       Kan.       Miss.       N.M.       R.I.       W.Va.    
    Conn.       Ky.       Mo.       N.Y.       S.C.       Wis.    
    Del.       La.       Mont.       N.C.       S.D.       Wyo.        
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  statehouse  Capitalize all references to a specifi c statehouse, with or without the 
state name. But lowercase in all plural uses:  the New Mexico Statehouse; the 
Arizona and New Mexico statehouses.  

  suspensive hyphenation  Use as follows:  The 19- and 20-year-olds were not 
served alcoholic beverages.  Use in all similar cases. 

 Although the form looks somewhat awkward, it guides readers, who may oth-
erwise expect a noun to follow the fi rst fi gure. 

  syllabus, syllabuses  Also:  memorandum, memorandums.  

  teen, teen-ager  (noun),  teen-age  (adjective) Do not use  teen-aged.  

  telecast  (noun),  televise  (verb) 

  temperatures  Use fi gures for all except  zero.  Use the word  minus,  not a minus 
sign, to indicate temperatures below zero.  The day’s high was 9; the day’s low 
was minus 9.  

 Temperatures are higher and lower and they rise and fall, but they do not 
become warmer or cooler. 

  Third World  The economically developing nations of Africa, Asia and Latin 
America. 

  time  Exact times often are unnecessary.  Last night  and  this morning  are accept-
able substitutes for  yesterday  and  today.  Use exact time when pertinent but 
avoid redundancies:  8 a.m. this morning  should be  8 a.m. today  or  8 o’clock this 
morning.  

 Use fi gures except for  noon  and  midnight: 12 noon  is redundant. 
 Separate hours from minutes with a colon:  3:15 p.m.  

  titles  
 ACADEMIC TITLES: Capitalize and spell out formal titles such as  professor, 

dean, president, chancellor  and  chairman  when they precede a name. Lowercase 
elsewhere. Do not abbreviate  Professor  as  Prof.  

 Lowercase modifi ers such as  journalism  in  journalism Professor John Rist  
or  department  in  department chairwoman Kim Power,  unless the modifi er is a 
proper name:  French Professor Jeannette Spear.  

 COURTESY TITLES: Do not use the courtesy titles  Miss, Mr., Mrs.  or  Ms.  
on fi rst reference. Instead, use the person’s fi rst and last names. Do not use  Mr.  
unless it is combined with  Mrs.: Kyle Scott Hotsenpiller; Mr. and Mrs. Kyle Scott 
Hotsenpiller.  

 Courtesy titles may be used on second reference for women, according to the 
woman’s preference and these guidelines:

   Married women: On fi rst reference, identify a woman by her own fi rst name 
and her husband’s last name, if she uses it:  Betty Phillips.  Use  Mrs.  on fi rst 
reference only if a woman requests that her husband’s fi rst name be used or her 
own fi rst name cannot be determined:  Mrs. Steven A. Phillips.   

•
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  On second reference, use  Mrs.  unless a woman initially identifi ed by her own 
fi rst name prefers  Ms.: Rachel Finch; Mrs. Finch; Ms. Finch.  Or use no title: 
 Finch; Rachel Finch.   

  If a married woman is known by her maiden name, precede it by  Miss  on 
second reference unless she prefers  Ms.: Sarah Wilson; Miss Wilson  or 
 Ms. Wilson.   

  Unmarried women: Use  Miss, Ms.  or no title on second reference, according to 
the woman’s preference.  

  For divorced and widowed women, the normal practice is to use  Mrs.  or no 
title on second reference, according to the woman’s preference. Use  Miss, Ms.  
or no title, according to the woman’s preference, if the woman returns to her 
maiden name.  

  If a woman prefers  Ms.  or no title, do not include her marital status in a story 
unless it is pertinent.    

 GOVERNMENTAL TITLES: Capitalize when used as a formal title in front of 
a person’s name. It is not necessary to use a title on second reference:  Gov. Fred 
Florence; Florence.  For women who hold offi cial positions, use the courtesy title 
on second reference, according to the guidelines for courtesy titles:  Gov. Ruth 
Arnold; Miss Arnold, Mrs. Arnold, Ms. Arnold, Arnold.  (Some newspapers do not 
use the courtesy title on second reference.) 

 Abbreviate  Governor  as  Gov., Lieutenant Governor  as  Lt. Gov.  when used as 
a formal title before a name. 

 Congressional titles: Before names, abbreviate  Senator  as  Sen.  and  Represen-
tative  as  Rep.  Add  U.S.  or  state  if necessary to avoid confusion. 

 Short form punctuation for party affi liation: Use abbreviations listed under 
 state names  and set them off from the person’s name with commas:  Sen. Ron 
Wyden, D-Ore., and Rep. Barney Frank, D-Mass., attended the ceremony.  

 Capitalize and spell out other formal government titles before a person’s name. 
Do not use titles on second references:  Attorney General Jay Craven spoke. Cra-
ven said  . . .. 

 Capitalize and spell out formal titles instead of abbreviating before the 
person’s name in direct quotations only. Lowercase in all uses not mentioned 
already. 

 OCCUPATIONAL TITLES: They are always lowercase:  senior vice president 
Nancy Harden.  Avoid false titles:  bridge champion Helen P. George  should be: 
 Helen P. George, Sioux Falls bridge tourney winner.  

 RELIGIOUS TITLES: The fi rst reference to a clergyman, clergywoman or 
nun should include a capitalized title before the person’s name. 

 On second reference: for men, use only a last name if he uses a surname. If a 
man is known only by a religious name, repeat the title:  Pope Paul VI  or  Pope 
Paul  on fi rst reference;  the pope  or  the pontiff  on second reference. For women, 
use  Miss, Mrs., Ms.  or no title, according to the woman’s preference. 

•

•

•

•

•
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 Cardinals, archbishops, bishops: On fi rst reference, use the title before the 
person’s fi rst and last name. On second reference, use the last name only or the 
title. 

 Ministers and priests: Use  the Rev.  before a name on fi rst reference. Substitute 
 Monsignor  before the name of a Roman Catholic priest who has received this 
honor. 

 Rabbis: Use  Rabbi  before a name on fi rst reference. On second reference, use 
only the last name of a man; use  Miss, Mrs., Ms.  or no title before a woman’s last 
name, according to her preference. 

 Nuns: Always use  Sister  or  Mother: Sister Agnes Mary  in all references if the 
nun uses only a religious name;  Sister Ann Marie Graham  on fi rst reference if she 
uses a surname.  Sister Graham  on second. 

 TITLES OF WORKS: For titles of books, movies, operas, plays, poems, 
songs, television programs and lectures, speeches and works of art, apply the fol-
lowing guidelines: 

 Capitalize the principal words, including prepositions and conjunctions of four 
or more letters. 

 Capitalize an article or word of fewer than four letters if it is the fi rst or last 
word in a title. 

 Place quotation marks around the names of all such works except the 
Bible and books that are primarily catalogs of reference material, including 
almanacs, directories, dictionaries, encyclopedias, handbooks and similar 
publications. 

 Translate a foreign title into English unless a work is known to the American 
public by its foreign name. 

 Do not use quotation marks or italics with the names of newspapers and 
magazines. 

  TV  Acceptable as an adjective but should not be used as a noun. 

  upstate, downstate  Always lowercase. 

  versus  Abbreviate as  vs.  in all uses. 

  vice  Use two words, no hyphen. 

  vice president  Follow the guidelines for  president.  

  war  Capitalize when part of the name for a particular confl ict:  World War II; the 
Cold War.  

  well-  Hyphenate as part of a compound modifi er:  a well-dressed man.  

  wide-  Usually hyphenated:  wide-eyed.  Exception:  widespread.  

  words as words  When italics are available, italicize them. Otherwise, place 
in quotation marks:  Rep. Ellen Jacobson asked journalists to address her as 
“congresswoman.”  
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  years  Use fi gures. Use an  s  without the apostrophe to indicate spans of centuries: 
 the 1800s.  Use an apostrophe to indicate omitted numerals and an  s  to indicate 
decades: the  ’80s.  

 Years are the only fi gures that may be placed at the start of a sentence:  1959 
was a year of rapid city growth.   

   Punctuation 

 Keep a good grammar book handy. No stylebook can adequately cover the com-
plexities of the 13 punctuation marks: apostrophe, bracket, colon, comma, dash, 
ellipsis, exclamation point, hyphen, parenthesis, period, question mark, quotation 
mark, semicolon. The following is a guide to frequent problems and usages: 

  Apostrophe  Use (1) for possessives, (2) to indicate omitted fi gures or letters and 
(3) to form some plurals. 

    Possessives.  Add apostrophe and  s (’s)  to the end of singular and plural nouns 
or the indefi nite pronoun unless it has an  s  or  z  sound.

    The woman’s coat. The women’s coats.   
   The child’s toy. The children’s toys.   
   Someone’s pistol. One’s hopes.     

 If the word is plural and ends in an  s  or  z  sound, add an apostrophe only:

    Boys’ books. Joneses’ farm.     

 For singular common nouns ending in  s,  add an apostrophe and  s (’s)  unless 
the next word begins with s:

    The witness’s testimony. The witness’ story.     

 For singular proper nouns, add only an apostrophe:

    Dickens’ novels. James’ hat.      

   Omitted fi gures or letters.  Use in contractions:  Don’t, can’t.  Put in place of 
omitted fi gures:  class of ’88.   

   To form some plurals.  When fi gures, letters, symbols and words are referred 
to as words, use the apostrophe and  s. 

   Figures:  He skated perfect 8’s.   
  Letters:  She received all A’s in her fi nals.   
  Symbols:  Journalists never use   &   to substitute for   and.       

  Caution:  The pronouns  ours, yours, theirs, his, hers, whose  do not take the apos-
trophe.  Its  is the possessive pronoun.  It’s  is the contraction of  it is.  

  Note:  Compound words and nouns in joint possession use the possessive in the 
last word:

1.

2.

3.

a.
b.
c.
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   Everybody else’s homes.  

  His sister-in-law’s book.  

  Obama and Biden’s party.    

 If there is separate possession, each noun takes the possessive form:  Bush’s and 
Obama’s opinions differ.  

  Brackets  Check whether the newspaper can set them. Use to enclose a word or 
words within a quote that the writer inserts:  “Happiness [his note read] is a state 
of mind.”  Try to avoid the need for such an insertion. Use for paragraphs within a 
story that refer to an event separate from the datelined material. 

  Colon  The colon is usually used at the end of a sentence to call attention to what 
follows. It introduces lists, tabulations, texts and quotations of more than one 
sentence. 

 It also can be used to mark a full stop before a dramatic word or statement:  She 
had only one goal in life: work.  The colon is used in the time of day:  7:45 p.m.;  
elapsed time of an event:  4:01.1;  in dialogue in question and answer, as from a trial. 

  Comma  The best general guide for the use of the comma is the human voice as it 
pauses, stops and varies in tone. The comma marks the pause, the short stop:

   He looked into the hospital room, but he was unable to fi nd the patient.  

  Although he continued his search on the fl oor for another 20 minutes, he was 
unable to fi nd anyone to help him.  

  He decided that he would go downstairs, ask at the desk and then telephone 
the police.  

  If that also failed, he thought to himself, he would have to give up the 
search.    

 Note that when reading these sentences aloud, the commas are natural resting 
points for pauses. The four sentences also illustrate the four principles governing 
the use of commas:

   The comma is used to separate main clauses when they are joined by a coordi-
nating conjunction. (The coordinating conjunctions are  for, nor, and, but, or ). 
The comma can be eliminated if the main clauses are short:  He looked into the 
room and he froze.   

  Use the comma after an introductory element: a clause, long phrase, transi-
tional expression or interjection.  

  Use the comma to separate words, phrases or clauses in a series. Also, use it in 
a series of coordinate adjectives:  He was wearing a long, full cape.   

  Set off nonessential material in a sentence with comma(s). When the paren-
thetical or interrupting nonrestrictive clauses and phrases are in the middle 

•

•

•

1.

2.

3.

4.

1.

2.

3.

4.
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of a sentence, two commas are needed:  The country, he was told, needed his 
assistance.     

 Other uses of the comma:

   With full sentence quotes, not with partial quotes:  He asked, “Where are you 
going?” The man replied that he was “blindly groping” his way home.   

  To separate city and county, city and state. In place of the word  of  between a 
name and city:  Jimmy Carter, Plains, Ga.   

  To set off a person’s age:  Orville Sterb, 19, of Fullerton, Calif.   

  In dates:  March 19, 1940, was the date he entered the army.   

  In party affi liations:  Arlen Specter, D-Pa., spoke.     

  Caution:  The comma is frequently misused by placing it instead of the period or 
semicolon between two main clauses. This is called  comma splice: 

   WRONG: The computer was jammed, he could not write his assignment.  

  RIGHT:  The computer was jammed. He could not write his assignment.   
  The computer was jammed; he could not write his assignment.    

  Dash  Use a dash (1) to indicate a sudden or dramatic shift in thought within a sen-
tence, (2) to set off a series of words that contains commas and (3) to introduce 
sections of a list or a summary. 

 The dash is a call for a short pause, just as are the comma and the parentheses. 
The comma is the most often used and is the least dramatic of the separators. The 
parentheses set off unimportant elements. The dash tends to emphasize materials. 
It has this quality because it is used sparingly. 

   He stared at the picture—and he was startled to fi nd himself thinking of her 
face. The man stood up—painfully and awkwardly—and extended his hand in 
greeting.  

  There were three people watching them—an elderly woman, a youth with a 
crutch at his side and a young woman in jeans holding a paperback—and he 
pulled her aside out of their view.  

  He gave her his reasons for being there:
   —He wanted to apologize;  
  —He needed to give her some material;  
  —He was leaving on a long trip.      

  Note:  This third form should be used infrequently, usually when the listing will 
be followed by an elaboration. 

 The dash is also used in datelines. 

  Ellipsis  Use the ellipsis to indicate material omitted from a quoted passage from 
a text, transcript, play, etc.:  The minutes stated that Breen had asked, “How many 

•

•

•

•

•

1.

2.

3.
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gallons of paint . . . were used in the project?  Put one space before and one space 
after each of the three periods. If the sentence preceding the omission ends with a 
period, use four periods, one to mark the end of the sentence (without space, as a 
regular period), three more for the ellipsis. 

 The ellipsis is also used by some columnists to separate short items in a 
paragraph. 

 Do not use to mark pauses or shifts in thought or for emphasis. 

  Exclamation point  Much overused. There are reporters who have gone through 
a lifetime of writing and have never used the exclamation point, except when 
copying material in which it is used. The exclamation point is used to indicate 
powerful feelings, surprise, wonder. Most good writers prefer to let the material 
move the reader to provide his or her own exclamation. 

 When using, do not place a comma or period after the exclamation point. Place 
inside quotation marks if it is part of the quoted material. 

  Hyphen  The hyphen is used (1) to join words to express a single idea or (2) to 
avoid confusion or ambiguity. 

   Use the hyphen to join two or more words that serve as a single adjective be-
fore a noun:  A well-known movie is on television tonight. He had a know-it-all 
expression.  

  Caution:  Do not use the hyphen when the fi rst word of the compound ends 
in - ly  or when the words follow the noun:  She is an easily recognized person. 
His hair was blond black.   

  Avoid (a) ambiguity or (b) an awkward joining of letters or syllables by put-
ting a hyphen between prefi xes or suffi xes and the root word.

   He recovered the chair. He re-covered the chair.  
  Re-enter, macro-economics, shell-like.      

  Parentheses  Generally, avoid. It may be necessary for the insertion of back-
ground or to set off supplementary or illustrative material. 

 Use a period inside a closing parenthesis if the matter begins with a capital 
letter. 

  Period  Use the period at the end of declarative sentences, indirect questions, 
most imperative sentences and most abbreviations. Place the period inside quota-
tion marks. 

  Question mark  The question mark is used for direct questions, not indirect 
questions. 

   DIRECT: Where are you going?  
  INDIRECT: He asked where she was going.   

 The question mark goes inside quotation marks if it applies to the quoted mate-
rial:  He asked, “Have you seen the movie?”  Put it outside if it applies to the entire 
sentence:  Have you seen “Guys and Dolls”?  

1.

2.

a.
b.

     Terse  
 “Our composing room 

has an unlimited supply 
of periods available to 
terminate short, simple 
sentences.”  

— Turner Catledge, 
managing editor,  

The New York Times    

     Terse  
 “Our composing room 

has an unlimited supply 
of periods available to 
terminate short, simple 
sentences.”  

— Turner Catledge, 
managing editor,  

The New York Times    
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  Quotation marks  Quotation marks set off (1) direct quotations, (2) some titles 
and nicknames and (3) words used in a special way. 

   Set off the exact words of the speaker:  “He walked like a duck,” she said. He 
replied that he walked “more like an alley cat on the prowl.”   

  Use for titles of books, movies, short stories, poems, songs, articles from mag-
azines and plays. Some nicknames take quotation marks. Do not use for nick-
names of sports fi gures.  

  For words used in a special sense:  “Indian giver”  and similar phrases are con-
sidered to be ethnic slurs.   

 Punctuation with quotation marks: 
  The comma:  Use it outside the quotation marks when setting off the speaker at 

the beginning of a sentence:  He said, “You care too much for money.”  Use inside 
the quotation marks when the speaker ends the sentence:  “I just want to be care-
ful,” he replied.  

  The colon and semicolon:  Always place outside the quotation marks:  She 
said she wanted no help from him: “I can handle the assignment myself.” He 
mentioned her “incredible desire for work”; he meant her “insatiable desire for 
work.”  

  The dash, question mark and exclamation point:  Place them inside when they 
apply to quoted matter only; outside when they refer to the whole sentence:  She 
asked, “How do you know so much?” Did she really wonder why he knew “so 
much”?  

 For quotes within quotes, use a single quote mark for the inner quotation: 
 “Have you read ‘War and Peace’?” he asked.  Note, no comma is used after the 
question mark. 

  Semicolon  Usually overused by beginning reporters. Unless there is a special 
reason to use the semicolon, use the period. 

 Use the semicolon to separate a series of equal elements when the individual 
segments contain material that is set off by commas. This makes for clarity in the 
series:  She suggested that he spend his allowance on the new series at the opera, 
“Operas of the Present”; books of plays by Shaw, Ibsen and Aristophanes; and 
novels by Tolstoy, Dickens and F. Scott Fitzgerald.                                

1.

2.

3.

     Classy  
 “I think one reason 

the critics have been slow, 
even up to this moment, 
in acknowledging me as 
a serious writer is that I 
don’t use semi-colons. I 
never understood them. 
They don’t really stand for 
anything. I think it’s a way 
of just showing off you’ve 
been to college.”  

— Kurt Vonnegut     

     Classy  
 “I think one reason 

the critics have been slow, 
even up to this moment, 
in acknowledging me as 
a serious writer is that I 
don’t use semi-colons. I 
never understood them. 
They don’t really stand for 
anything. I think it’s a way 
of just showing off you’ve 
been to college.”  

— Kurt Vonnegut     
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 Credits 

  Text:   p. 3   The Phoenix Republic,  KPNX-TV  p 4–5  
Associated Press  p. 6   The Post and Courier   p. 8   San 
Francisco Chronicle   p. 11   The Hays Daily News   p. 14  
Associated Press,  Southeast   Missourian   p. 20   Daily 
News   p. 21   The Columbian   p.   99   Winston-Salem Journal  
 p. 105–6   San Francisco Chronicle   p. 108   The Charlotte 
Observer   p.116   St. Petersburg Times   p. 117   El Paso 
Herald   p.126   Daily News   p.   134   USA Today   p.   135   The 
Charlotte Observer   p.135   Great Falls Tribune   p.   142   
Daily News   p.   152   The Fresno Bee   p.   172–73   The 
Anniston Star   p.174   The Charlotte Observer   p.   176–77  
 Houston Chronicle   p.   178   The Miami Herald   p.   188   The 
Blade   p.   189   St. Petersburg   Times   p.   195–6  Associated 
Press  p.   197  CBS  p.   204–6  KALW-FM  p. 240   The 
News & Observer   p. 248–9   St. Petersburg Times,   p. 256   
Fort Worth Star-Telegram   p.   264   Rolling Stone   p.   274  
 The   New York Times   p.   280   St. Petersburg Times   p.   281  
 USA Today   p.   291   The Wall Street Journal   p.   296  
 Winston-Salem Journal   p.   300   The Orange County 
Register   p. 308   Fort Worth Star-Telegram   p. 310–11   The 
Sacramento Bee   p. 316   Atlantic Monthly   p. 325–6   The 
Brattleboro Reformer   p. 350   The News-Gazette   p. 353  
 Associated Press   p.   355   Daily News   p.   355–6   New York 
Post   p.   362   Indian Country Today   p. 365–6  Associated 
Press  p. 370   St. Paul Pioneer Press   p. 381   Argus Leader  
 p.   392   The Wichita   Eagle   p.   396   The Tennessean   p.   397  
 Evansville Press   p.   410   The Humboldt Beacon   p.   413  
 The Des Moines Register   p. 415   The Plain Dealer   p. 431  
 Herald-Leader   p.   452  Associated Press  p.   454   The 
Times-News   p.   455–6   The Register-Guard   p. 494   San 
Francisco   Examiner   p.   535   Columbia Journalism Review  
 p.   541  United Press International 

  Photos:   Front Cover:   The Wichita Eagle; Danielle 
Gardner,  Naperville Sun;  Brie Cohen,  Albert Lea 
Tribune   Back Cover:   San Francisco Examiner; Greg 
Latza,  South Dakota Magazine   Part Openers:  1—Mike 

Hutmacher,  The Wichita Eagle;  2— David Schreiber, 
 The San Bernardino Sun;  3—Bill Akofer,  Saint Paul 
Pioneer Press;  4—Steven Hausler,  The Hays   Daily 
News;  5—Brett Snow,  San Bernardino Sun,  Erik Daily, 
 La Crosse Tribune,  Naomi Halperin,  The Morning Call, 
 Chuck Liddy,  The News & Observer;  6—Durall Hall 
Jr.,  The Courtier   Journal,  Joel Sartore,  The Wichita 
Eagle,  Paul Watson,  The Toronto   Star   p.   2  Lori Golias 
 p. 5  Grace Beahm,  The Post and Courier   p. 8   
San Francisco Chronicle   p. 9   The Wichita Eagle   p. 11  
Steve Hausler,  The Hays Daily News   p. 15  Aaron 
Eisenhauer,  Southeast   Missourian   p.   22   The Columbian  
 p.   30  R.L. Chambers  p. 36  Bill Carter,  The Norman 
Transcript   p.   44  Edward Reed  p. 50  R.L. Chambers  
p. 53  Robert Esquivel,  Herald-Standard   p.   54  The 
Library of Congress  p.   57   The Knoxville News-Sentinel  
 p.   58  Juan Carlos,  Ventura County Star   p. 59   Herald 
Standard   p. 60  Mike Roemer  p. 61  AP Photo by Jeff 
Widener  p.   64  Chris Seward,  The News & Observer  
 p. 66  Mike Roemer  p.   70  Mark Sluder,  The Charlotte 
Observer   p. 76  Associated Press Photo  p. 77   The 
Charlotte Observer   p.   89  The Library of Congress, 
 Newsday   p.   95  Thomas E. Carver,  Spartenburg Herald-
Journal   p.   103  Michael Norcia,  New York Post   p. 118  
Jim Hughes,  Daily News   p.125  Mary Carroll,  The Press 
Democrat   p. 131  Steven Hausler,  The Hays Daily News  
 p.   135  Robert Lahser,  The Charlotte Observer   
p. 140  Mike Roemer  p.   148  Mark Henle,  The Phoenix 
Gazette   p.   150   Daily News   p. 151  Greg Lovett  p. 159  
R.L. Chambers  p. 165  Scripps Howard Foundation  
p.   169  Anita Henderson,  Beloit Daily News   p.   171  
R.L. Chambers  p.   173  Ken Elkins,  The Anniston Star  
 p.   175   The Charlotte Observer   p. 179  James J. Malloy, 
 The Providence Journal   p. 181  Steve Ueckert,  Houston 
Chronicle   p.   187  Tom O’Reilly,  The Blade   p. 191  
American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming 
 p. 193  Mills College  p. 202  Jeff Isaacs, AP Photo  
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594 Credits

p. 205  Mills College  p.   214  Burton Marsteller  p. 216  
Burton Marsteller  p.   225  U.S. Navy  p. 226  University 
of Arkansas-Little Rock  p. 229  Wayne Miller  p.   234  
Scott Applewhite, Associated Press  p.   237  Lena H. 
Sun,  The Washington Post   p.   245  Alejandro Videla  
p.   248   St Petersburg Times   p.   250  R.L. Chambers  
p.   252  Gregg Lovett  p.   253  Bob Thayer,  The 
Providence Journal   p.   254  Carlos Antonio Rios, 
 Houston Chronicle   p.   256  Rodger Mallison,  Fort Worth 
Star-Telegram   p.   261  Charles Buchanan,  Winston-
Salem Journal   p.   268  The Library of Congress  p.   271  
the Library of Congress; Joe Rosenthal, Associated 
Press; Lewis Hine, International Museum of 
Photography at George Eastman House  p.   273  Joe 
Munson,  The Kentucky Post   p.   276  Plumas County 
Museum; National Archives  p.   277  Steven Hausler, 
 The Hays Daily News   p.   279  Chris Hardy,  San Francisco 
Examiner   p.   280  Tim King,  Scripps News   p.   284  James 
Woodcock,  The Billings Gazette   p.   293  Curt Hudson 
 p.   297  Axel Schultz-Eppers, Associated Press  p.   308  
Mike Roemer  p.   309  R.L. Chambers; Bharati 
Sadasivam; Joseph Noble,  The Stuart News;  Mike 
Roemer  p.   310  Rich Turner,  The Stockton Record   
p.   321  Bob Thayer,  The Providence Journal,   p.   328  
Mike Wintroath, Associated Press  p.   329  Bob 
Thayer,  The Providence Journal   p.   332  John Walker,  
The Fresno Bee   p.   336  The Library of Congress  p.   337  
The Library of Congress; John Walker,  The Fresno 
Bee   p.   349  Naomi Halperin,  The Morning Call   p.   354   
The Eagle   p.   357  Jack Andresen,  Daily News Tribune;
 Lloyd B. Cunningham,  Argus Leader   p.   359  R.J. 
Sangosti,  The Denver Post   p.   365   Daily News   p.   376  
Michael Rafferty,  Asbury Park Press   p.   378  Rodolfo 
Gonzales,  San Antonio Light   p.   382  Randy Piland,  
The Macon Telegraph;  Rodger Mallison,  Fort Worth 

Star-Telegram   p.   387  O. Gordon Williamson,  The 
Orlando Sentinel   p.   392  Fernando Salazar,  The Wichita 
Eagle   p.   393  Donna Ferrato,  Domestic Abuse Awareness 
Project   p.   397  Jeff Widener,  Evansville Press.   P.   400  
Rosemary Lincoln,  The Patriot Ledger   p.   415  Nancy 
Stone,  The Plain Dealer   p.   417  Maurice Rivenbark, 
 St. Petersburg Times   p.   425  Dave Kline  p.   426  Mark 
Welsh,  Daily Herald   p.   427  Joel Sartore,  The Wichita 
Eagle-Beacon   p.   432  R.L. Chambers  p.   435  Morris 
Berman,  Pittsburgh Post-Gazette   p.   441  Bob Thayer, 
The Journal-Bulletin  p.   444  Vern Herschberger,  
 Waco Tribune-Herald   p.   450  R.L. Chambers  p.   453  
Associated Press  p.   455  Mike Roemer; R.L. 
Chambers; Josh Estey,  The Register-Guard   P.   456  
Josh Estey,  The Register-Guard   p.   459  Steven Hausler,  
The Hays Daily News;  Greg Latza  p.   463  Joel Sartore, 
 The Wichita Eagle   p.   473  Mike Roemer  p.   479  Vern 
Herschberger,  Waco Tribune-Herald   p.   481  The 
Plumas County Museum; Mel Finkelstein,  Daily 
News; Larry C. Price,  The Philadelphia Inquirer 
Magazine   p.   483  Vern Herschberger,  Waco Tribune-
Herald   p.   495  James Woodcock,  The Billings Gazette  
 p.   497  Maurice Rivenbark,  St. Petersburg Times   p.   498  
R.L. Chambers  p.   503  Mike Roemer,  Argus leader  
 p.   508  David C. Neilsen II,  Oroville Mercury Register  
 p.   513  Robert T. Willett,  The News & Observer   p.   528  
Khalid Mohammed, Associated Press  p.   529  
Richard Drew, Associated Press  p.   530  Planned 
Parenthood Federation of America  p.   540  Pascal 
Pavani, Associated Press; Ethan Hyman,.  The News & 
Observer; Darko Bandic, Associated Press  p.   541  
John Harte,  The Bakersfi eld Californian   p. 542  Freeman 
Ramsey,  The Tennessean   p.   558  The Library of 
Congress  p.   559  The Library of Congress  p.   564  
Scripps Howard Awards 
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  Name Index

   Aaron, Hank,   433, 439, 442   
   ABC.  See  American Broadcasting 

Company   
   ABC News’ 20/20,   563   
   ABC’s  World News Tonight,    195   
   “Above 125th Street: Curtis Haynes’ 

New York,”   264   
   Abrams, Judy,   163   
   Abramson, Jill,   232, 318   
   ACLU.  See  American Civil Liberties 

Union   
    Acta Diurna,    55   
   Adams, George,   431   
   Adams, John Quincy,   158   
   Adams, Ruth,   431   
    The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,    499   
    Advertiser  (Huntington, W. Va),   533   
   Advisory Commission on 

Intergovernmental Relations,   488   
    The Advocate,    312   
   Agassi, Andre,   446   
   Agee, James,   265   
   Agnew, Spiro,   334   
   Ahmadinejad, Mahmoud,   87, 560   
   Air Force Academy, U.S.,   343   
    Akron Beacon Journal,    452, 487   
   Alexander, Ames,   69   
   Alexander, Jack,   316   
   Alexander, Jan,   286   
   Ali, Muhammad,   299, 430, 436   
    Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland,    147   
   Allen, Eugene,   174–175   
   Allen, Everett,   136   
   Alliance Defense Fund,   477   
   Almond, Steven,   265   
   Alterman, Eric,   566–567   
   AMA.  See  American Medical 

Association   
   Ambrose, Stephen,   482   
   American Bar Association,   85   
   American Broadcasting Company 

(ABC),   55–56, 518   
   American Bureau Federation,   40   
   American Center for Law and 

Justice,   477   

   American Civil Liberties Union 
(ACLU),   12, 201   

   American Community Survey,   91   
   American Family Association,   477   
   American Farm Bureau Federation,   40   
   American Foundation for Suicide 

Prevention,   373   
   American Heritage Center,   191   
   “American Imports, Chinese 

Deaths,”   16, 17   
    The American Journal of Public 

Health,    129   
   American League,   440, 448   
    American  magazine,   336   
   American Medical Association 

(AMA),   25   
    The American Press and the Covering of 

the Holocaust,    255   
   American Public Media,   159   
   American Society of Newspaper Editors,  

 426, 525   
    Ames  (Iowa)  Daily Tribune,    318   
   “Among Women, the Talk Is of 

Condoms,”   533   
    Amsterdam News  (New York),   60   
   Anderson, Gloria Brown,   504   
   Anderson, Jack,   304   
   Anderson, Paul Y.,   337, 559   
   Anderson, Walter,   43   
   Andresen, Jack,   357   
   Andrews, Caesar,   31   
   Andrews, Edmund L.,   241   
   Andrews, Peter,   429   
   Angell, Roger,   437   
   Angelou, Maya,   499   
   Annenberg School for 

Communications,   157   
    The Anniston  (Ala.)  Star,    69, 107, 172, 

173, 238, 484, 486   
   Anonymous,   132   
   Antonen, Mel,   312   
   AP.  See  Associated Press   
   Apple, R.W., Jr.,   531   
   Applewhite, Scott,   235   
   Arcaro, Eddie,   297   

    Argus Leader  (Sioux Falls, S.D.),   68, 90, 
357, 381, 501, 503   

   Aristophanes,   171   
   Aristotle,   565   
    The Arizona Republic,    133   
    Arkansas Democrat-Gazette,    226   
    The Arkansas Gazette,    510   
   Armour, Stephanie,   134   
   Army Signal Corps,   165   
   Arnold, Benedict,   68   
    The Art of Scientifi c Investigation,    251   
    Asbury  (N.J.)  Park Press,    376, 492   
   Associated Press (AP),   4, 15, 24, 25, 27, 

34, 38, 61, 76, 87, 91, 116, 117, 133, 
141, 160, 171, 182, 188, 196, 202, 
206, 242, 252, 271, 280, 281, 288, 
297, 318, 319, 328, 353, 364, 386, 
402, 414, 426, 429, 439, 453, 516, 
528, 529, 532, 539, 540, 560   

    Associated Press v. Walker,    515–516   
    The Atlanta Business Chronicle,    62   
    Atlanta Constitution,    160, 288   
    The Atlanta Journal-Constitution,    47, 

225, 386, 514, 532   
    The Atlantic Monthly,    26, 298, 

315, 535   
    Atlas Shrugged  (Rand),   505   
   AT&T,   334   
   Attention Defi cit Disorder Forums Web 

site,   83   
   Atwood, Margaret,   319   
   Auburn Tigers,   427   
   Auden, W.H.,   565   
    Austin  (Tex.)  American-Statesman,    238, 

365, 482   
   Aviation/Space Writers Association,   351   
   Ayers, H. Brandt,   69   

   Babel, Isaac,   160   
   Bagdikian, Ben,   69   
   Bailey, Donovan,   315–316   
   Baker, Ray Stannard,   558–559   
   Baker, Russell,   68, 233, 282, 434   
    The Bakersfi eld Californian,    539   
   Baldwin, James,   563   
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    The Baltimore Sun,    144, 171, 314, 380, 
479, 499   

   Bandic, Darko,   540   
   Barber, Red,   441   
   Barlett, Donald,   189, 239, 287   
   Barnard College,   340   
    Barren Lands: An Epic Search for 

Diamonds in the North American 
Artic,    286   

    Barron’s,    464   
   Barrows, Frank,   72, 176   
   Barry, Dave,   23   
    Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations,    79   
    Baseball Forever: Refl ections on 60 

Years in the Game,    442   
   Baseball Hall of Fame,   436   
   Bass, Lee,   505   
   Bath & Body Works,   181   
   Battle of Flodden Field,   54   
   Baugh, Sammy,   375   
   BBC.  See  British Broadcasting 

Corporation   
   Beatles,   298   
   Bedingfi eld, Sid,   230   
   Beethoven, Ludwig Von,   47–48, 149   
    Before the Gates of Excellence: 

The Determinants of Creative 
Genius,    334   

   Begody, Irene,   148   
   Belasco, David,   186   
   Belk, Henry,   247   
   Benedict, Helen,   259   
   Benetta, William F.,   499   
   Benjamin, Mark,   21   
   Bennett, James Gordon,   54   
   Bennett, Joan,   48   
   Bensman, Joseph,   235   
   Bentham, Jeremy,   566   
   Berg, Thomasine,   143, 165   
   Berger, Mark,   391   
   Berke, Richard L.,   255   
   Berkow, Ira,   438   
    The Berkshire Eagle  (Pittsfi eld, 

Mass.),   374   
   Berlin, Isaiah,   343   
   Berman, Morris,   435   
   Bernstein, Carl,   28, 33, 300, 318   
   Berra, Yogi,   435   
   Berry, Cherie,   89   
   Berry, Raymond,   335   
   Berthiaume, Judy,   221   
   Berzon, Alexandra,   63   
   Bethesda Naval Center,   252   
   “Betrayal in the Ranks,”   343   

   Better Government Association,   367   
    Beverage Industry,    567   
   Beveridge, W.I.B.,   246, 251   
   Bhutto, Benazir,   4–5   
   Bigart, Homer,   253–254   
    The Billings Gazette,    284, 495   
   Bingham, Eula,   322   
    The Birmingham News,    190   
    Bismarck  (Dakota Territory)  Tribune,    26   
    Bitter Cry of the Children,    337   
   Black, Clint,   303   
   Black, Eric,   43   
   Black, Hugo,   525   
   Black Belt,   510   
   Black Parents Association,   343   
   Blackburn, Simon,   563   
   Blackledge, Brett,   190   
   Blackwell, Sam,   144   
    The Blade  (Toledo, Ohio),   187, 444, 564   
   Blagojevich, Rod,   536   
   Blair, Jayson,   556   
   Blake, William,   268   
   Blanton, Thomas E.,   412   
   Blau, Robert,   284   
   BLM.  See  Bureau of Land Management   
   Block, Mervin,   166, 195–199, 202, 

210, 236   
    Bloomberg News,    241, 465   
   Blumenthal, Sidney,   517   
   Blumer, Herbert,   72–73   
   Bly, Nellie,   555   
   Boardman, David,   239   
   Boasberg, Al,   374   
   Bobbitt, Lorena,   60   
   The Body Shop,   181   
   Bogart, John B.,   55   
   Bogart, Leo,   67, 560   
   Bokowy, Laura,   222–224   
   Bollinger, Lee C.,   554   
   Bonds, Barry,   433, 439   
   Boo, Katherine,   64   
   “Book World,”   532   
   Boorstin, Daniel J.,   233   
   Borg, Malcolm A.,   348   
   Boston College,   275   
    The Boston Globe,    63, 79, 282, 318, 361, 

432, 468, 557   
    The Boston Herald,    226   
   “Boston Legal,”   413   
    Boston Phoenix,    529   
   Boston Red Sox,   50, 432   
   Boswell, Thomas,   105   
   Bouton, Jim,   441   
   Bovard, O.K.,   252   

   Bowden, Mark,   298   
   Bowe, John,   155   
   Boyd, Jim,   456   
   Boyden, Helen Childs,   367   
   Boyle, Hal,   141   
    The Boys of Summer,    444   
   Bradlee, Benjamin C.,   283   
   Bradley, Joseph B.,   341   
   Bragg, Rick,   107, 142   
    A Branded World: Adventures in Public 

Relations and the Creation of 
Superbrands,    215   

   Brandeis, Louis,   518   
    Branzburg v. Hayes,    520–521, 522   
    The Brattleboro  (Vt.)  Reformer,    325   
   Braxton, Myrtle,   36   
   Breed, Warren,   565   
   Brennan, William J.,   512, 525   
   Bridgeman, P.W.,   156   
   Bridis, Ted,   91   
   “Brigitte Bardot: Problem Child,”   146   
   Brink, William,   150   
   Brinkley, David,   212   
   Brisbane, Arthur,   156   
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   IRS.  See  Internal Revenue Service   
   Isaacs, Jeff,   202   
   Ivins, Molly,   152   
   Ivone, Sal,   316   
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   Ku Klux Klan (KKK),   276, 310, 387, 

412, 561   
   Kudlow, Larry,   467   
   Kundera, Milan,   563   
   Kuralt, Charles,   200, 211   

   Labistida, Francisco,   277   
   Ladies Professional Golf Association 

(LPGA),   215   
   LaHaye, Beverly,   477   
   LaHaye, Tim,   477   
   Lahey, Edwin A.,   104   
   Lahser, Robert,   135   
   Landauer, Jerry,   334   
   Landers, Andy,   428   
   Landers, Ann,   180   
   Landman, Jonathan,   33   
   Landry, Tom,   366   
   “Landslides and Logging,”   239   
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   Malinowski, W. Zachary,   179   
   Mallison, Rodger,   256, 382   
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  sources for,   348, 351, 352, 357   

   Accuracy,   10, 30–34, 51, 167, 339, 348, 
351, 352, 357, 420, 551  
  checking for,   31, 127, 142, 224, 

286, 516  
  of content,   227  
  corrections and,   31–32  
  of language,   32–33, 73, 100, 123, 

156–160, 167  
  libel and,   516  
  in news releases,   221  
  of obituaries,   364–365, 370  
  of observation,   32  
  website writing and,   33, 81, 154–155   

   Active voice,   200   
   Activist journalists,   72–73, 557–558, 

562–564   
   Actual malice,   512, 513, 515   
   Adjective,   193   
   Adoption,   117–118, 266   
   Adverb,   193   
   Advertising, 57, 189;  see also  Public 

relations  
  direct mail,   221–222  
  puff pieces and,   457  
  as revenue source,   67  
  timeliness,   65–66   

   Airline security,   551, 552, 554–555   
   Anecdotes  

  human interest,   147  
  in sports,   436–437  
  story structure and,   131   

   Anonymous sources,   38, 318   
   Anticipatory journalism,   275, 277   

   Arraignment,   406–412  
  checklist for,   408  
  rearraignment,   409–412   

   Athletes  
  drug use of,   439  
  interviews with,   433–436  
  as models,   430  
  recruiting of,   443–444  
  stereotype of,   431   

   Attribution,   34–40, 194  
  anonymous sources,   38, 318  
  background for,   34, 37, 38  
  broadcast newswriting,   201–202  
  of information,   34, 38  
  libel and,   39, 514–516  
  reporter as source for,   38–39  
  “said” used for,   158  
  sentence beginning with,   199  
  of statements,   34, 38  
  types of,   37–38  
  warnings as,   38–40   

   Audience for news  
  demographics of,   70, 71  
  media writers for,   70  
  for news releases,   219  
  for on-line journalism,   71  
  storytelling form appealing to,   

131–133   
   Audio recorder,   76, 77   
   Averages  

  means, modes, and medians,   96–97  
  rates,   95–96   

   Background  
  attributions for,   34, 37, 38  
  blunders and,   274–275  
  building/using,   268–278  
  contents of,   270, 272–274  
  defi nition of,   270  
  story structure and,   127   

   Balance  
  in controversial stories,   547  
  in long story,   182  
  verifi cation v.,   41   

   Beats  
  accidents/disasters,   348–349  
  business reporting,   453, 464  
  covering a,   348  
  geographical,   347  
  sources on,   285  
  sports,   432  
  topical,   347   

   Bias,   43, 283   
   Blogs,   81, 285   
   Blunt writing,   207   
   Bonds,   128–129, 466–467, 491–492   
   Breaking stories,   13, 376   
   Brevity,   10, 31, 47–48, 51, 167   
   Broadcast news,   127  

  limits on,   536–538  
  local,   450, 454  
  network television,   210–212  
  writing for,   154–155   

   Broadcast newswriting,   193–213  
  attribution and,   201–202  
  blunt,   207  
  brevity,   10, 31, 47–48, 51, 167  
  don’ts for,   210  
  early guide to,   194  
  ethical imperatives for,   211  
  interviews,   208–209  
  investigative reports in,   211  
  language in,   202  
  lead in,   202–203  
  preparation for,   212  
  purpose of,   193  
  reporting and,   207  
  rewriting wire news,   194–199  
  short features packaging,   207–208  
  S-V-O structure in,   212  
  to tape,   197–199, 207  
  tips for,   210, 220, 221  
  variety for,   209–211   

   Broadcast reporting,   203–204   
   Budgets,   483–489, 497  

  adoption process,   486–487  
  checklist for,   487  
  compulsory costs for,   488  

Confi rming Pages

men11994_sidx_610-618.indd   610men11994_sidx_610-618.indd   610 1/18/10   4:23:20 PM1/18/10   4:23:20 PM



Subject Index 611

  politics,   488–489  
  sources for,   487–488  
  types of,   485–486   

   Building industry,   63, 69, 115   
   Burglary/robbery stories,   389–390   
   Buried leads,   109–112, 457   
   Business reporting,   450–472  

  bankruptcy,   242, 463–364  
  beat coverage,   453  
  bond issuance,   128–129, 466–467, 

491–492  
  depth reporting,   470  
  earnings, merger/acquisition, 

executive stories in,   456–457  
  economy and,   457–458, 479  
  enterprise stories,   465  
  glossary for,   469–470  
  human interest in,   451, 452  
  information sources for,   460  
  number analysis and,   468  
  personal fi nance,   453  
  public skepticism and,   467–468  
  puff pieces and,   457  
  reading for,   464  
  reference materials for,   465  
  reporter requirements for,   458–459  
  scope of,   451–452   

   Cameras,   77   
   CAR;  see  Computer-assisted reporting   
   Catholic Church, sexual abuse in,   56, 63   
   Cell phones,   78   
   Census data,   90–91   
   Chains, ownership of,   69   
   Characteristics of journalists/reporters  

  compassion,   26, 310–311, 332  
  courage,   25–26  
  enterprising,   24–25  
  fairness,   43–44  
  knowledgeable,   23–24  
  multiskilled,   24  
  persistence,   22–23   

   Chat rooms;  see  Discussion boards   
   Checking for accuracy,   31, 127, 142, 

224, 286, 516   
   Checklists for stories;  see  individual 

story types   
   Child labor,   337–338, 559   
   Children  

  abuse of,   311, 393  
  Chinese,   173–174  
  dentists and,   190  
  depression in,   148–149  
  detention of,   260  

  disabled,   308  
  illegitimate,   430  
  thalidomide and,   559–560  
  traffi c deaths of,   344–345   

   China,   66, 68, 173–174   
   Chronological order, of narrative,  

 163–164   
   City directories,   78–79, 80   
   Civic profi les,   514, 525   
   Civil law,   402–406  

  checklist for,   404–405  
  criminal law v.,   403  
  defi nition of,   402–403  
  equity proceedings for,   403–404  
  preliminary injunctions and,  

 403–404  
  pretrial/trial in,   404   

   Civil rights,   26, 233–234, 362, 510–511, 
515   

   Clarity,   200, 218  
  of expression, in writing,   10, 31, 

48–49, 51, 160–164  
  of grammar,   160  
  logical order for,   162–164  
  of punctuation,   160  
  of sentence length,   160–161  
  transitions for,   161–162   

   Clichés,   202   
   Close-ended questions,   299   
   Community, reporter’s knowledge 

of,   504   
   Compassion,   26, 310–311, 332   
   Computer-assisted reporting (CAR),  

 88, 238   
   Computers, 76, 79, 81;  see also  

Computer-assisted reporting; Email; 
Internet  
  blogs/facebook/social media,   81  
  functions,   87–90  
  handheld,   78  
  laptop,   77  
  software packages,   78  
  VoIP software,   78   

   Confidential sources,   38, 318, 
521–522   

   Confl ict, as news value,   12–13, 53, 60   
   Constitution (U.S.), 512–513, 517;  see 

also  individual amendments   
   Convergence of media outlets,   154   
   Copy editors,   218, 220–221   
   Corruption,   62, 63, 89, 442–444   
   Court acts,   511–513   
   Court reporting,   71, 400–424  

  grand jury,   422–423  

  humor in,   423–424  
  judicial system as subject,   421–422  
  sources,   280  
  state v. federal,   400–402   

   Crime  
  burglary/robbery,   389–390  
  classifi cation,   386–387  
  covering campus,   396  
  drunk driving,   390–392  
  felonies,   383  
  hate,   387  
  human interest in stories of,   18–19, 

48, 59, 105–106  
  juvenile,   378, 395  
  murder,   8–10, 248–249, 253–254, 

273–274, 312, 385–386, 
387–389, 413, 415, 417, 421, 
552, 554  

  property,   383  
  prostitution,   551–552  
  race and,   390  
  range/cost of,   376–377  
  rape,   18–19, 393, 421, 534, 551, 

552, 554  
  statistics on,   376, 377, 391, 

396, 420  
  stories,   59, 105–106, 149–150, 164, 

179, 248–249, 380  
  suburban,   377  
  victims of,   376–377, 392  
  violent,   383   

   Criminal justice system,   273–274, 
421–422   

   Criminal law,   400, 406–420  
  appeals process,   420  
  arraignment,   406–408  
  checklist for,   419  
  civil v.,   403  
  grand jury action,   408, 422–423  
  jury selection,   412–413  
  plea bargaining,   410  
  preliminary hearing,   408  
  pretrial motions,   411–412  
  rearraignment,   409–410  
  sources for,   419  
  trial process,   414–419   

   Currency of news,   15–16, 53, 62   

   DAD formula, for story structure,  
 135–136   

   Da-Da journalism,   269   
   Data,   76  

  census,   90–91  
  disease/death,   91–92  

Confi rming Pages

men11994_sidx_610-618.indd   611men11994_sidx_610-618.indd   611 1/18/10   4:23:20 PM1/18/10   4:23:20 PM



612 Subject Index

  on education,   500–501  
  as story source,   457–458   

   Databases, 288, 390–391;  see also  
Computer-assisted reporting   

   Death, 72;  see also  Obituaries  
  anticipated,   366  
  cause of,   362, 363  
  data on,   91–92  
  journalistic treatment of,   542  
  unexpected,   365  
  verifi cation of,   371–372   

   Decency;  see  Taste   
   Deep Web,   82–83   
   Delayed lead,   4, 14, 103, 114–117, 119, 

126, 132, 175, 187, 190, 219, 222, 
325–326, 355   

   Democracy, value of journalism for,   57   
   Demographics;  see  Audience for news; 

Census data; characteristics of   
   Description, in story structure,   136   
   Dictionary,   78, 158   
   Digital phone books,   76   
   Digital resources,   76   
   Direct leads,   4, 7, 15, 103, 112–113, 119, 

126, 175, 219, 326–327, 355, 386   
   Direct mail advertising,   221–222   
   Disaster stories  

  accident v.,   354  
  checklist for,   357  
  environmental hazard,   64, 65, 

69, 134, 198–199, 276, 524, 
563–564  

  folos and,   356  
  handling of,   354–356  
  human interest in,   358  
  rescue in,   355–356  
  sources for,   357–358, 398  
  weather stories,   14–15, 118, 131, 

353, 354, 355, 356, 563  
  writing story of,   358   

   Discussion boards,   76, 83–84   
   Disease, 91–92, 533–534;  see also  

Health stories   
   Domestic violence,   60, 343, 393–394   
   Drug abuse,   210–211, 260–262   

   Economic pressures, of news reporting,  
 65–66   

   Economy,   457–458, 479   
   Editors  

  copy,   218, 220–221  
  early,   55–56  
  for news release,   216, 225  
  reporter relationship with,   38   

   Education reporting,   495–605  
  budgets,   497  
  classroom issues,   496–497  
  data on,   500–501  
  fi nancing,   496  
  graduation rates,   496  
  new programs,   503–504  
  politics and,   499–500  
  school boards,   501–502  
  school system,   496–497  
  strike threat,   137–138  
  textbooks,   498–499   

   Email,   78   
   Emotion;  see  Feelings   
   Enterprise stories,   465   
   Enterprising nature, of journalists/

reporters,   24–25   
   Entertainment, news as,   55, 56   
   Environmental hazard stories,   64, 65, 69, 

134, 198–199, 276, 524, 563–564   
   Ethics;  see also  Morality, of journalism  

  broadcast newswriting and,   211  
  code for,   211, 215, 555–556  
  debated,   258–259   

   Exposés,   20, 62–63, 492   

   Facts, 232–233, 343–345;  see also  
Accuracy; Verifi cation   

   Fairness,   43–44   
   Features,   169–180, 376, 450  

  avoiding pitfalls of,   180  
  delayed lead,   4, 14, 103, 114–117, 

119, 126, 132, 175, 187, 190, 
219, 222, 325–326, 355  

  embroidered stories,   170–171  
  guidelines for,   172–174  
  ideas for,   178–180  
  news source quality judged by,   178  
  planning of,   176–177  
  short, packaging of,   207–208  
  techniques for,   177  
  thriving of,   171  
  tone/style of,   178   

   Feelings,   332, 336–338  
  auditing of,   338  
  emotional closeness and,   60   

   Filters, news,   32–33, 35   
   Fire stories,   137, 206, 294–295, 396–398  

  checklist for,   396, 398  
  human interest,   5–6, 36–37  
  sources for,   398   

   First Amendment,   509, 512, 519, 522, 
525, 555   

   First person stories,   373   

   Firsthand account,   22, 32, 35   
   Five Ws and an H,   13, 108, 114, 219   
   Flash drive,   78   
   Floods;  see  Disaster stories   
   FOIA;  see  Freedom of Information Act   
   Folo stories,   356   
   Forensic testing,   58–59   
   Fourteenth Amendment,   512, 522   
   Fourth Amendment,   517   
   Framing of leads,   107–108   
   Freedom of Information Act (FOIA),   

79, 522, 523   
   Further reading,   27–28, 51, 74–75, 

101–102, 124, 167–168, 192, 
212–213, 244, 266–267, 375, 399, 
424, 445–449, 471–472, 505, 
526–527, 544, 566–569   

   Game coverage,   427–429  
  checklist for,   428  
  featuring story,   427–428  
  postgame interviews,   427–428   

   Gays, journalism taboos,   534–535   
   Global Positioning Satellite (GPS),   78   
   Government reporting;  see also  Local 

government  
  borrowing and fi nancing,   491–492  
  budgets,   483–489  
  checklist for,   484  
  demographics and,   480  
  guidelines for,   480, 482  
  investigative,   492–493  
  public interest and,   477  
  religious groups and,   477  
  zoning/planning in,   493–494   

   GPS;  see  Global Positioning Satellite   
   Grand juries,   408–409, 422–423   
   Guides  

  for broadcast newswriting,   194  
  to feature writing,   172–174  
  to good writing,   146  
  morality, of journalism and,   550–551, 

564–566  
  profi le,   207   

   Handheld computer,   78   
   Handouts,   236–237   
   Hard news story,   219–220   
   Health stories,   20–21, 23, 129   
   Human interest,   49–50, 308, 518  

  anecdotes,   147  
  business reporting,   451, 452  
  crime stories,   18–19, 48, 59, 

105–106  
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  in disaster stories,   358  
  fi re stories,   5–6, 36–37  
  necessity of,   143–147  
  in obituaries,   367  
  popular journalism for,   54   

   Human sources,   279  
  authoritative,   281–282  
  for business reporting,   460  
  caution with,   282–283  
  tactics for,   282   

   Humor  
  court reporting and,   423–424  
  in obituaries,   374–375  
  writing,   54   

   Hunches,   332–335   

   Images, voice-over and,   197–199   
   Impact of news,   2, 5–6, 53, 58–59, 

73, 224   
   Importance of news,   2, 105–106   
   Individuality, of reporters,   253–254   
   Information  

  attributions of,   34, 38  
  fi nding,   229–243  
  internet for locating,   81–83  
  news as,   55  
  nonverifi able,   41  
  obituaries and,   364  
  public,   232–233  
  sources, for business reporting,   460  
  stored,   270, 272–274  
  timeliness of,   57   

   Internet, 76–102;  see also  Computers; 
Email  
  cautions/warnings,   84–85  
  commercial information services,  

 84  
  “Deep Web”/“Invisible Web,”   

82–83  
  digital phone books,   76  
  discussion boards,   76  
  information gathering from,   81–83  
  listservs/discussion boards/online 

forums,   83–84  
  online archives of newspapers/

magazines,   76  
  online sources,   79, 83–84  
  public records,   90  
  reliability,   286–287  
  social media tools,   86–87  
  useful data,   90–92  
  web search tools,   82  
  Web sites,   76   

   Internet Decency statute,   517   

   Interviews,   293, 349  
  anonymous/confi dential,   33, 318, 

521–522  
  appearance/behavior for,   308  
  with athletes,   433–436  
  in broadcast newswriting,   208–209  
  control of,   302  
  details in,   313–314  
  friend/authority fi gure and,   308, 

310–311  
  ground rules for,   301–302  
  of jurors,   524  
  news,   294–295  
  nonjudgmental approach in,   211  
  observation in,   312–314  
  personality,   295  
  preparation for,   295, 297  
  principles for,   293–320  
  profi le and,   302–308  
  question asking,   298–300, 311–312  
  quote,   315–318  
  relationship establishment and,  

 297–298  
  research for,   297  
  retroactive requests in,   314–315  
  small business owners,   455–457  
  with survivors,   373  
  taping of,   314  
  tips,   298   

   Intuition;  see  Hunches   
   Investigative reporting,   238–241, 376  

  broadcast newswriting,   211  
  on government,   492–493  
  series,   189–190   

   Involvement, problems of,   264–266   
   Iraq War,   56, 63, 234–235, 239–240, 

281, 528–529, 541, 553   

   Journalism;  see also  Online journalism  
  anticipatory,   275, 277  
  chain ownership and,   69  
  citizen,   87  
  confl ict resolution through,   60  
  of conscience,   62  
  Da-Da,   269  
  inconsistency in,   269  
  of injustice,   559–562  
  morality of,   545–569  
  overlooked,   63–64  
  pack,   246  
  popular,   54  
  public service,   69–70, 548  
  Pulitzer’s,   559  
  recorders/activist in,   557–558  

  television,   204  
  “watch and wait,”   259  
  watchdog function of,   478, 559  
  Yellow,   170   

   Journalists;  see also  Characteristics of 
journalists/reporters; Journalism; 
Reporters; Responsibilities, of 
journalists  
  ABCs of,   10, 31, 47–48, 51  
  activists,   72–73, 557–558, 562–564  
  basic tasks of,   72  
  disclosure of,   62  
  early day,   54  
  obligations,   557  
  public relations and,   214, 226  
  tools of,   76–102   

   Judicial system  
  civil law,   402–408  
  criminal,   273–274, 421–422  
  criminal law,   400, 406–420   

   Jury  
  grand jury action and,   408, 422–423  
  selection,   412–413   

   Juvenile crime,   378, 395   

   Kickers,   114–115   
   Knowledgeability,   23–24   
   Ku Klux Klan,   276, 310   

   Language,   167  
  accuracy of,   32–33, 73, 100, 123, 

156–160, 157  
  clarity of,   200  
  euphemisms,   157  
  facts in,   158–159  
  jargon,   158  
  referents,   156  
  sentence structure and,   198–200  
  simple, in news releases,   221  
  spelling and,   159  
  synonyms for said,   158   

   Laptop computer,   77   
   Laws;  see also  Civil law; Criminal law; 

Legal issues, in reporting  
  libel,   39, 386, 508, 509, 511, 

514–516, 518–519, 524  
  shield,   523–524  
  sunshine,   522   

   Layer I reporting,   66, 230, 257, 344  
  business reporting and,   452  
  dangers of,   235–237  
  fact gathering in,   232  
  Layer II, III combined with,   243  
  Layer II and,   237  
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  manipulation,   233–235  
  pseudo-events,   233  
  public information and,   232–233  
  public relations and,   235   

   Layer II reporting,   230, 237–238  
  computer-assisted,   88, 238  
  investigative,   189–190, 211, 

238–241, 376, 492–493  
  Layer I, III combined with,   243   

   Layer III reporting,   230, 241–243  
  Layer I, II combined with,   243   

   Leads,   103–124  
  in accident story,   353  
  beginnings of,   104–105  
  in broadcast writing,   202–203  
  burying,   109–112  
  classic,   105  
  color in,   121  
  combo,   119  
  delayed,   4, 14, 103, 113–117, 

116–117, 119, 126, 132, 
175, 187, 190, 219, 222, 
325–326, 355  

  direct,   4, 7, 15, 103, 112–113, 
119, 126, 175, 219, 326–327, 
355, 386  

  fi nding,   106–107  
  framing,   107–108  
  importance of,   105–106  
  length of,   122  
  as news feature,   117–119  
  online,   112, 113  
  readability of,   123  
  reporting and,   120–121  
  requirements of,   104, 113  
  rule-breaking,   104  
  S-V-O structure of,   103, 121–122, 

123  
  writing of,   107–112   

   Legal issues, in reporting, 508–527;  see 
also  Libel  
  actual malice,   512, 513, 515  
  confi dentiality of sources,   38, 318, 

521–522  
  news gathering and,   521–522  
  obscenity,   536  
  privacy,   517–518  
  privilege,   514, 515, 520, 522  
  reporter’s rights,   519–521   

   Libel,   386, 508, 511, 520  
  attribution and,   39, 514–516  
  avoiding dangers of,   518–519  
  conditional v. absolute privilege,   515  
  grounds for,   509  

  online,   516–517  
  wire service defense,   524   

   Life, as referent of value,   548–549   
   Listening,   148  

  compassionate,   310–311  
  profi le and,   304–308  
  for quotations,   300–301   

   Listservs,   83–84   
   Local government,   473–495  

  activities of,   474–475  
  audits of,   479  
  branches of,   474–475  
  budgets,   483–489  
  forms of,   475–477  
  property tax and,   489–491  
  reassessments and,   490–491   

   Local news,   450, 454   
   Localizing story;  see  Proximity, of news   
   Long story,   180–184  

  balance in,   182  
  changing directions in,   184  
  early planning for,   182  
  four steps for,   183  
  organizing,   182–183  
  television documentary,   184–186  
  time/labor for,   182   

   Lottery winner,   229–230   

   Main idea, of story,   126   
   Mathematics  

  averages,   94–95, 97–98  
  percentages,   93–94  
  personalizing,   98–99  
  rates,   95–96  
  ratios,   96   

   Mean,   96–97   
   Media;  see also  Broadcast newswriting; 

Journalism; Radio; Television  
  audience and,   70  
  chain ownership of,   69  
  economic pressure of,   65–66   

   Median,   96–97   
   Meeting story,   321  

  basic principles of,   324–325  
  checklist for,   325–327  
  private,   323  
  seating plan and,   326   

   Merger and acquisition stories,   456–457   
   MIDIS;  see  Miller Internet Data 

Integrity Scale   
   Migrant workers,   188–189   
   Miller Internet Data Integrity Scale 

(MIDIS),   85   
   Miranda warning,   384   

   Mistakes,   220, 246   
   Mode,   96–97   
   Model of Thinking,   335–336   
   Model T story structure,   133   
   Momentum, in writing,   141–142   
   Morality, of journalism, 545–569;  see 

also  Ethics  
  case studies of,   551–555  
  communal life and,   549–550  
  good life as guide for,   550–551  
  guiding values for,   547–551  
  historical examples of,   558  
  life as referent for,   548–549  
  muckrakers,   336, 379, 475, 

558, 559  
  personal guide for,   564–566  
  religious perspective of,   550  
  sins of omission,   556–557   

   Mortgage crisis,   62   
   Motivations, for reporter,   72–74   
   Motor vehicle accident stories,   344, 

349–351   
   Movement, in writing,   154–166   
   Muckraker,   336, 379, 475, 558, 559   
   Murder stories,   8–10, 248–249, 253–

254, 273–274, 312, 385–389, 413, 
415, 417, 421, 552, 554   

   My Lai massacre,   253–254, 333, 551   

   Native Americans,   340–341   
   Necessity of news,   16–21, 53, 62–65   
   News  

  contemporary,   56  
  defi nitions of,   55  
  economic pressures of,   65–66  
  as entertainment,   55, 56  
  as information,   55  
  localizing,   59  
  management tactics,   236  
  owner infl uence on,   66–69  
  as public service,   53, 55, 68  
  relativity of,   65–71  
  timeliness,   3–5, 53, 57–58, 65–66   

   News conferences,   321, 327–330, 521  
  checklist for,   329  
  panel discussions and,   329–330   

   News features,   178  
  leads for,   117–119  
  story structure for,   125–139   

   News fi lters,   32–33, 35   
   News magazines,   116–117   
   News releases,   214–227  

  at agency,   215–218  
  compressed,   226  
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  direct mail advertising and,   221–222  
  editing of,   216, 225  
  for food editor,   216–217  
  headline for,   218  
  mistakes of,   220  
  as news tip,   226–227  
  newsroom handling of,   224–227  
  newsworthiness of,   215–216, 

222–223  
  outlines for,   220  
  planning stage for,   223  
  reviewing/rewriting of,   225–226  
  success of,   217–218  
  tips/alerts for,   219, 221  
  tossing of,   224–225  
  writing process of,   218–221   

   News values,   2–21, 57–65  
  confl ict,   12–13, 53  
  currency,   15–16, 53, 62  
  impact,   2, 5–6, 53, 58–59, 73, 224  
  necessity,   16–21, 53, 62–65  
  of news release,   215–216, 222–223, 

224  
  privacy and,   517–518  
  prominence,   6–8, 53, 59, 71  
  proximity,   8–12, 53, 59–60  
  timeliness,   3–5, 53, 57–58  
  unusual,   13–15, 53, 60–61   

   Newscasts,   209–211   
   Newspapers  

  chain ownership of,   69  
  family-owned,   69  
  U.S. cities with competing,   67   

   Newsrooms,   380  
  converged,   154–155  
  news release and,   224–227  
  science in,   252   

   Newsworthiness;  see  News values   
   Nieman Watchdog Project,   478   
   Nineteenth amendment,   269   
   Nixon library,   195–196   
   Nonverifi able information,   41   
   Nouns,   150–151, 160, 193  

  S-V-O structure and,   103, 121–122, 
123, 199–200, 212, 222   

   Novelty;  see  Unusualness   

   Obituaries, 114, 157, 359–375, 434, 551, 
552, 553–554;  see also  Death  
  accuracy of,   364–365, 370  
  advance,   371  
  beginning reporter and,   364  
  charities and,   372  
  checklist for,   363  

  chosen,   368–370  
  death verifi cation and,   371–372  
  embarrassing material and,   372  
  fi rst person and,   373  
  frequently asked questions,   370–375  
  guideline for,   361  
  human interest in,   367  
  humorous,   374–375  
  information for,   364  
  localizing of,   373–374  
  paid,   368  
  quotations in,   363, 367–368  
  sources for,   363  
  suicide and,   373  
  survivor interviews and,   373  
  themes for,   366–368  
  types of,   365–366  
  writing of,   365–366   

   Objectivity,   44–47  
  adjustments to provide,   46–47  
  limitations of,   45–46  
  personal involvement and,   47   

   Observation,   245–267  
  accuracy of,   32, 246  
  art of,   246–249  
  checking it,   255  
  detachment and,   266  
  errors of,   246  
  fi rsthand,   32  
  individuality in,   253–254  
  in interview,   312–314  
  involvement problems for,   264–266  
  looking/listening in,   254–255  
  participant,   259–264  
  prying and,   265–266  
  relevant,   249–253  
  substitutes for,   341  
  unobtrusive,   258–259   

   Online archives,   76   
   Online forums,   83–84   
   Online journalism,   3, 24, 57–58, 133  

  age group for,   65–66  
  audiences for,   71  
  leads for,   112, 113  
  libel,   516–517  
  sources,   85, 279  
  timeliness of,   4   

   On/off the record,   34, 37, 38, 297, 323   
   Open-ended questions,   299   
   Owners of media,   54–56, 66–69   

   Parallel structure,   162   
   Participial phrase,   199   
   Passive voice,   200   

   Patterns/relationships,   341–345  
  cause-and-effect,   342  
  polar alternatives,   343   

   Percentages,   93–94   
   Persistence,   22–23   
   Photography/photographers  

  application,   539, 541  
  guidelines,   539–542  
  news releases and,   218  
  taste in,   538–539   

   Physical sources,   279, 287–288, 462   
   Planning  

  of feature story,   176–177  
  for long story,   182   

   Plea bargaining,   410   
   Polar alternatives,   343   
   Police  

  arrest process of,   383–384, 385  
  department organization,   378–379  
  records,   289   

   Police reporting,   71, 376–399  
  cautions for,   394–395  
  criminal identifi cation and,   386  
  fi re stories,   396–398  
  interest in,   378  
  making rounds for,   379–380  
  murder stories,   385–398  
  race and,   390  
  reporter’s perspective of,   394  
  smaller-city,   381  
  sources for,   383  
  violence against women and,  

 392–394  
  young reporters and,   381   

   Politics,   382–483  
  education and,   499–500  
  elected/appointed offi cials,   478  
  interest groups,   477  
  participants in,   477–478  
  party leaders,   477  
  polling and,   100–101   

   Polling  
  political,   100–101  
  public opinion,   76, 99–101   

   Privacy issues,   508  
  newsworthiness test and,   517–518  
  secret taping and,   518, 524   

   Privilege,   514, 515, 520, 522   
   Privileged articles,   508–509, 520, 522   
   Profi les,   293, 302–308  

  guidelines for,   207  
  listening and,   304–308  
  quotations and,   303–304  
  reporting and,   303   
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   Prominence, of news subject,   6–8, 53, 
59, 71   

   Pronouns,   162   
   Property crime,   383   
   Property tax,   489–491   
   Prostitution,   551–552   
   Proximity, of news,   8–12, 53, 59–60, 

224–225   
   Pseudo-events,   233   
   Pseudo-sources,   283–284   
   Public offi cials,   514, 525   
   Public records,   90  

  census data and,   90–91  
  disease/death data,   91–92  
  laws,   76  
  sunshine laws,   522   

   Public relations  
  agency and,   215–218  
  applicant testing for,   227  
  journalist and,   226  
  news release and,   214  
  process,   219  
  scope of,   222   

   Public service  
  journalism as,   69–70, 548  
  news as,   53, 55, 68   

   Puff pieces,   457   
   Pulitzer Prize,   16, 18, 63, 64, 88, 107, 

119, 171, 367, 559   
   Punctuation,   160   
   Pyramid, story structure of inverted,  

 130–131   

   Questions, 293;  see also  Interviews  
  anticipating,   302  
  direct,   298–299  
  importance of,   23  
  intrusive,   300, 311–312  
  open-/closed-ended,   299  
  tough,   208, 299–300, 312  
  trick,   306   

   Quotations,   200, 249, 283, 293, 295  
  accident stories and,   352–354  
  altering of,   525  
  of athletes,   433–434  
  cleansing of,   534  
  in interviews,   300–301  
  literal,   316–317  
  in obituaries,   363, 367–368  
  for profi le,   303–304  
  “said” used to indicate,   158  
  story and,   321  
  taping and,   316  

  use/abuse of,   315–318  
  in writing,   147–149, 150   

   Race  
  crime coverage and,   390  
  racism,   63, 148, 174–175, 184–185, 

276, 368, 558–559, 561–562  
  stereotypes of,   340   

   Radio;  see also  Broadcast news; 
Broadcast newswriting; Broadcast 
reporting  
  reporting,   204  
  script,   204–206   

   Rape,   18–19, 393, 421, 534, 551, 552, 
554   

   Rates (mathematics),   95–96   
   Readers;  see  Audience for news   
   Reading, as aid to writing,   140–141   
   Really Simply Syndication (RSS),  

 85–86   
   Redlining,   185–186   
   Reference materials,   76, 78–79, 465   
   Religion,   62  

  in courtroom,   402  
  local government and,   477  
  morality perspective of,   550  
  stereotyping of,   340  
  women priests,   135–136   

   Reporters,   71–73  
  editor relationship with,   38  
  as intruder,   258  
  job portrait of,   2–28  
  legal rights of,   519–521  
  mathematics for,   92–99  
  motivations of,   73  
  obstacles for,   257  
  perspective, on police reporting,   394  
  source relationships with,   38–39, 

283, 288–290   
   Reporting;  see also  Reporters  

  authoritative sources for,   155, 
281–282, 308, 311–312  

  broadcast,   203–204  
  convincing in,   156  
  details for,   155  
  leads and,   120–121  
  process,   230–232  
  profi le and,   303  
  shoe-leather,   242  
  to tape,   197–199, 207  
  writing and,   155   

   Responsibilities, of journalists,   50–51   
   RSS;  see  Really Simply Syndication   

   “Said” and “says” for attributions,   158   
   Same-sex marriages,   12–13, 56   
   Satellite telephone,   78   
   Scanners, handheld,   78   
   School;  see  Education reporting   
   School desegregration,   68–69, 270, 301, 

372, 512, 532   
   Secondhand account,   22, 32–33, 35   
   Selectivity,   48   
   Sentences  

  length of,   160–161, 203  
  one idea in,   193, 194  
  short,   193, 194  
  S-V-O structure of,   103, 121–122, 

123, 199–200, 212, 222  
  writing of,   166–167   

   Series,   187–190   
   Sexual harassment,   209–210   
   Sexual predators,   149   
   Shoe-leather reporting,   242   
   Short news features, packaging of,   207–208   
   Showing  vs.  telling, as writing guideline,  

 142–143   
   Sixth Amendment,   521, 522   
   Slander, 509, 520;  see  Libel   
   Small-business owners,   455–457, 460   
   Soft news story,   219–220   
   Software packages,   78   
   Sources  

  for accidents,   348, 351, 352, 357  
  authoritative,   155, 281–282, 308, 

311–312  
  on beats,   285  
  beginning sentence with,   199  
  for budgets,   487–488  
  confi dential,   38, 318, 521–522  
  court reporting and,   280  
  cultivation of,   280  
  data as story,   457–458  
  for disaster stories,   357–358, 398  
  expert,   284  
  fi nding,   83–84, 241, 279–292  
  human,   279, 281–282  
  for motor vehicle accident story,   351  
  for obituaries,   363  
  online,   83–84, 85, 279  
  physical,   279  
  for police reporting,   383  
  protecting,   283–284, 285  
  pseudo-,   283–284  
  reliability of,   281, 285–287  
  reporter relationship with,   38–39, 

283, 288–290   
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   Speech stories,   321–324  
  checklist for,   322–324  
  prepared text and,   323–324  
  theme in,   323   

   Spell checking computer programs,   
159, 214   

   Sports  
  casters,   437–438  
  corruption in,   442–444  
  public fi gure and,   513   

   Sports reporting,   10–12, 25, 50–51, 
334–335, 425–449  
  anecdotes,   436–437  
  athlete personal lives,   429–432, 439  
  beat,   432  
  beginning reporters and,   438–441  
  expanded coverage for,   429  
  game coverage,   427–429  
  high school sports,   438  
  history and,   440  
  interest in,   425–426  
  knowledge and,   439–441  
  money in sports,   442  
  overview of,   444–445  
  partisanship and,   441–442  
  reporting key to,   437–438  
  sportcasters,   437–438  
  writing of,   432–437   

   Statistics;  see  Data   
   Stereotypes,   332, 338–341  

  of athlete,   431  
  of Native Americans,   340–341  
  racial/religious,   340  
  tendency for,   339–340   

   Storms;  see  Weather stories   
   Story  

  limitations of,   256–259  
  meeting,   321  
  news conference,   321  
  quotations in,   321  
  speech,   321–324   

   Story components,   30–51  
  accuracy,   10, 30–34, 51, 73, 81, 100, 

123, 127, 142, 156–160, 167, 
221, 224, 227, 286, 339, 348, 
351, 352, 357, 364–365, 370, 
420, 516, 551  

  attribution,   34–40, 158, 194, 199, 
201–202, 318, 514–516  

  balance,   41, 44, 182, 547  
  brevity,   10, 31, 47–48, 51, 167  
  clarity,   10, 31, 48–49, 51, 160–164, 

200, 218  

  completion,   42–43  
  fairness,   43–44  
  human interest,   5–6, 18–19, 36–37, 

48, 49–50, 54, 59, 105–106, 
143–147, 308, 358, 367, 451, 
452, 518  

  objectivity,   44–47  
  responsibility,   50–51  
  selectivity,   48  
  verifi cation,   40–42   

   Story structure,   125–139  
  anecdotes and,   131  
  DAD formula,   135–136  
  general-to-specifi c,   125  
  inverted pyramid,   130–131  
  main idea,   126  
  Model T,   133  
  necessities in,   130–131  
  online writing,   133  
  organization steps for,   126–127  
  plan for,   125, 126  
  single-element,   127–128  
  specifi c-to-general,   134  
  story necessities,   136–137  
  theme and,   131  
  three-element,   129  
  two-element,   128–129  
  units of,   130   

   Storytelling,   131–133, 153–154, 222   
   Style  

  as barrier,   257  
  changing,   153–154  
  vocabulary and,   150–151  
  writing and,   149–154   

   Stylebook,   78   
   Suicide,   373   
   Sunshine laws,   522   
   S-V-O structure,   222  

  for broadcast newswriting,   212  
  leads,   103, 121–122, 123  
  of sentence,   199–200   

   Tape, reporting/writing to,   197–199  
  blunt writing,   207  
  secret,   518, 524   

   Taste,   528–544  
  commercial pressures and,   535–536  
  death,   542  
  offensive subjects,   533–534  
  offensive words,   531–533, 

537–538  
  photographs,   538–539  
  place/content,   535  

  relativity of,   530–535  
  time impact on,   530–531   

   Techniques,   177   
   Teen  

  pregnancy,   110–111  
  runaways,   143   

   Telephone,   76  
  directories,   78–79, 80  
  satellite,   78   

   Television;  see also  Broadcast news; 
Broadcast newswriting; Broadcast 
reporting; Media  
  documentary development,   184–186  
  journalism,   204  
  limits of,   212  
  power of,   210, 211   

   Tenses,   200–201   
   Terrorism  

  airline security and,   551, 552, 
554–555  

  World Trade Center,   122, 142–143, 
207, 311–312, 354–356, 528–
529, 539, 552   

   Theme  
  devising of,   252  
  in long story,   184  
  major, selection of,   132  
  for news release,   218–219  
  of obituaries,   366–368  
  observation and,   250–253  
  in panel discussion,   329–330  
  speech stories,   323  
  in story structure,   131  
  of television documentary,   186   

   Thirdhand account,   32–33, 35   
   Time/labor  

  for long story,   182  
  tyranny of,   257   

   Timeliness, of news,   3–5, 53, 57–58, 
65–66   

   Tips,   20  
  for broadcast newswriting,   210, 220, 

221  
  for interviewing,   298  
  on legal issues,   524–525   

   Tools, of journalist  
  audio recorder,   76  
  basic references,   76, 78–79, 465  
  computer,   76  
  data,   76, 90–92, 457–458, 500–501  
  digital camera,   77  
  digital cell phone,   78  
  digital resources,   76  
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  “fl ash drive,”   78  
  GPS,   78  
  internet,   76–102  
  offi cial documents,   76  
  public opinion poll,   76, 99–101  
  public-record laws,   76  
  satellite telephone,   78  
  scanner, handheld,   78  
  telephone,   76   

   Transitions, in writing,   161–162   
   Trial balloons,   38, 235   
   Two-element story,   128–129   

   Unusualness  
  as news value,   13–15, 53, 60–61  
  observation and,   258–259   

   Verbs,   152, 160, 193  
  action,   142, 166  
  S-V-O structure and,   103, 121–122, 

123, 199–200, 212, 222  
  use of vigorous,   200   

   Verdict stories,   418  
  cautions for,   405–406  
  checklist for,   405  
  sources for,   405   

   Verifi cation,   40–42   
   Videotape  

  text in relation to,   207  
  voice-over,   197–199   

   Voice-over IP (VoIP),   78   
   VoIP;  see  Voice-over IP   

   War reporting  
  on heroes,   152–153  
  stories,   41–42, 104  
  World War I,   170  
  World War II,   164–166, 340, 341, 

374, 542–543   
   “Watch and wait” journalism,   259   
   Watchdog function, of journalism,   

478, 559   
   Watergate,   55, 122, 366, 512, 520, 522, 

532–533, 535   
   Weather stories,   14–15, 118, 131, 353, 

354, 355, 356–357, 563   
   Website,   76  

  RSS and,   85  
  search tools,   82  
  writing for,   33, 81, 154–155   

   Women  
  domestic violence and,   60, 343, 

393–394  
  exploitation of,   336–337  
  hiring of,   341  
  priests,   135–136  
  rape and,   18–19, 393, 421, 534, 551, 

552, 554  
  for sale,   237  
  violence against,   392–394  
  voting rights of,   269   

   Word choice,   156, 166   
   World Trade Center,   122, 142–143, 

207, 311–312, 354–356, 528–529, 
539, 552   

   Writing,   140–168  
  accuracy of language,   32–33, 73, 

100, 123, 156–160, 167  
  blunt,   207  
  clarity of expression,   10, 31, 48–49, 

51, 160–164  
  convincing,   156  
  details in,   156  
  guides to good,   146  
  human interest essential in,   

143–147  
  medium and,   154–155  
  momentum in,   141–142  
  movement in,   154–166  
  of news releases,   214–227  
  principles for,   153  
  quotations in,   144, 147–149, 150  
  reading as aid to,   140–141  
  reporting and,   155  
  sentences,   166–167  
  showing  vs.  telling,   142–143  
  of sports stories,   432–437  
  style and,   149–154  
  to tape,   197–199, 207  
  word choice in,   156, 166   

   Yellow journalism,   170   

   Zoning,   270, 272, 493–494   
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